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INTRODUCTION: A FOREIGN WRITER 
 
 
In order to explain who I am as a writer, I must first describe my personal history.  
I was born in Caracas, Venezuela and raised in a Spanish environment up to age 
2. We then moved to Tulsa, where I attended pre-K for 2 years. Living in a Spanish 
speaking family in a foreign land proved to be a difficult adaptation for me. When at 4 
years my parents returned to Venezuela, I had a mental language jumble that left me 
speechless, literally, for almost an entire year. Not knowing what language I was 
supposed to utilize, I became fluent in Spanish only after 6 months of speech therapy. 
Under these special circumstances, I eventually thrived in my native Spanish. 
In an attempt to maximize their children’s language skills, my parents encouraged 
language lessons, especially in English. Many afternoons of my middle formative years 
were spent with English tutors who focused on teaching and reinforcing my 
conversational mastery of the English language. During my high school years, I decided 
to change my focus and concentrate on French, a language I am also fluent in, but I have 
much difficulty writing. 
I grew up reading classic South American writers such as Gabriel García Márquez 
and Rómulo Gallegos. During high school, I studied foreign literature classics extending 
from Homer to Franz Kafka; however, our education was not based on any North 
American or British literature. It is almost shameful to admit I did not learn who 
Hemingway or Fitzgerald were until I moved to the United States. The first 2 books I 
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read in English were The Godfather by Mario Puzo and Frankenstein by Mary Shelley, 2 
of my brother’s favorite books, which he gave me as gifts before I relocated to South 
Florida.  
After high school graduation, I moved to the United States and have lived in the 
Southeast for over 12 years. I pursued a degree in International Business, which I then 
followed with a Masters in Business Administration. Upon graduation, I began to work as 
an assistant producer for an advertising production company. This job afforded me the 
opportunity to explore my creative side. Having mostly focused on the development of 
the skills of the left side of my brain, this was the first time I was seriously involved with 
a creative process. Inspired by the creativity in my surroundings, I began exploring ways 
in which I could join the ranks of artistic minds. Over time, I felt a growing interest in the 
art of writing; therefore, for once I decided to abandon the master plan and followed my 
intuition by enrolling in writing school.  
I love reading, and I am not particular about what I read. To me, if the public 
library carries it, then it must be worth reading. When I was growing up, reading was at 
the core of my family life. For instance, the topics of conversations at dinnertime were 
frequently based on the latest stories we were exploring through our readings. In fact, 
today I still rarely have a conversation with my father when we don’t discuss his latest 
literary conquests.  
On the other hand, writing was not so customary. I began writing for fun during 
my first year of college. I wrote a series of stories for children that I gave to my niece as 




For the past 3 years, I have worked as an editorial assistant. My work for Ronald 
Goldstein, DDS has evolved considerably. While at first I was simply a research 
assistant, it has developed and it now entails developing magazine and journal articles 
from conception to delivery. The premise for the idea is most always the product of 
Goldstein. After we discuss the topic and exchange ideas on the specific focus the story 
should take, it is mostly in my hands. I then research the topic, interview the subjects and 
draft the material. We do a series of edit rounds, until we feel the story is ready for 
professional proofreading. The article is then sent to the copy editors and followed by 2 
more rounds of edits.  
The last year I have also spent assisting in the production of a new, fully revised 
edition of Change Your Smile, the best selling consumer dental book. As the primary 
assistant, I spent the year gathering the materials, researching the new clinical data, 
assisting in the production of a new layout and writing, and updating the content. My 
evolving job has offered me more responsibilities that have allowed me to challenge 
myself and grow as a writer and researcher. 
 
MY WRITING PROCESS 
 
I’ve been a closeted writer since before my teenage years. I remember sitting in 
my middle school and high school classrooms pretending to be taking notes while I was 
really writing for my own pleasure. I never showed it to anyone. At the beginning of the 
school year, my father would always buy me the school supplies, including my 
notebooks; being embarrassed to ask for an additional one for my tales, I would use those 




my stories beginning at the end of the notebooks, so I had many drafts of little tales 
spread all over my notebooks for geometry, biology, chemistry, and every other subject.  
I still don’t understand why, but I have always been very embarrassed of not only 
showing anyone what I write, but of letting them know I actually write. Joining the 
MAPW program was a sort of coming out into the world for me (boy was I scared!) My 
parents were not surprised; they had caught up to my secret rendezvous with the pen and 
had learned to ignore it. They knew about my interest in writing, but they never talked 
about it, at least not with me.  
When I announced I wanted to go back to school for another graduate degree, 
they were supportive but not as estatic as they had been when I started and graduated 
from an MBA program 3 years before. Well into a year in the MAPW program, I always 
thought they figured I was wasting my time because they never asked about it or showed 
any interest in my classes. Eventually, the topic came up and it became clear to me they 
were simply trying to afford me the creative privacy they had always seen me searching 
for. 
The most poignant moment during my MAPW experience happened in 2006. I 
was enrolled in a poetry class and had written approximately 10 poems, none of them of 
any remarkable quality. During the semester, I was informed on a windy morning that my 
best friend’s mother had committed suicide. Over 3,000 miles away, I could not offer my 
friend the support I knew she needed and deserved. I felt inept not being able to assist her 
in her grief, or even to grieving myself for a lady with whom I had shared many joys and 
teenage heartaches. Filled with flooding emotions, I sat at my computer and wrote her a 




father had printed 50 additional copies of my poem, and he proudly distributed it to 
anyone who crossed his path. I remember receiving his call as he cried, overcomed by 
emotion and excitement over my little poem. I just sat surprised and speechless. It was 
the first time we talked about anything I had written. I know I would never have had the 
confidence to send the poem without the exposure I gained during my MAPW poetry 
sessions.  
Only months after that incident, I realized I was actually calling myself a writer 
and in many ways acting like one too—even having a writing “process.” I now feel 
comfortable talking to other people about what I write, and I share this with a growing 
ease. I also feel more confident sharing with my parents’ drafts of pieces I have written or 
are working on. In them I have found my most sympathetic audience.  
My only regret with my writing is that my artistic flow and inspiration comes only 
in English, a language my parents can hardly read. I have a very difficult time honoring 
my native language with prose, but in English the linguistic floodgates seems to open 
more easily and with more grace. I still see a blank screen and blinking cursor as a 
challenge, especially with my many grammar and linguistic limitations. Over time, I have 
gained enough confidence to ask for the criticism that will enrich my capabilities; 
nevertheless, I am clear in the reality that, as a foreign writer, my written work is always 
work in progress.  
 
MY CAPSTONE 
 It is often said that the United States is a country of immigrants. As an immigrant 




to not return to my homeland. My answers are complex, and so are the ones for each and 
every immigrant who sacrificies a little every day to live in this wonderful country. With 
this work, I offer a glimpse at the lives of a few who exemplify the U.S. Latino 




























THE JOURNEY ACROSS THE BORDER 
 
Borders are defined, geographic boundaries of political entities. To the individuals 
who cross them everyday, legally or illegally, borders separate the future from the past, 
opportunities from misfortune, freedom from captivity. An estimated 1 million people a 
day legally cross the border with the United States either in the Mexican or the Canadian 
stretch. The busiest border crossing in the world is at Tijuana, Baja California/San Diego, 
California, where an estimated 50,000 people live on one side of the international 
boundary and work on the other. 1,2,3 
The border has been a topic of interest for more than immigrants, politicians, and 
police enforcement agencies. Musician Lila Downs asks, “Why is it that the United 
States, which proudly calls itself ‘a country of immigrants,’ treats immigrants like 
aliens?” The Three Burials of Melquiades Estrada, a film directed by actor Tommy Lee 
Jones, demonstrates the ramifications of border politics, friendship, and justice. Author 
Joyce Carol Oates states, “The border between two nations is always indicated by broken 
but definite lines, to indicate that it is not quite real in any physical sense but very real in 
a metaphysical sense: so nature surrenders to politics.”4,5  
In the United States when we think about borders, it is the Mexican frontier that 
first comes to mind, and for good reason. The present population of Mexico is about 105 
million people, 40 percent of whom live in poverty. In the United States, there are 23 
million residents of Mexican origin (including 8.8 million Mexican-born.) Almost 73 




that were originally Mexican territory. The documentary The Blending of Culture: Latino 
Influence on America explains that a generous portion of the Mexican-American Latino 
population believes they did not come to the United States, but that the United States 
came to them. Sold to the United States for $15 million, former Mexican territory that is 
now Arizona, New Mexico, parts of Colorado, and California is especially torn by border 
issues and is more likely to be affected by the political, cultural, social, and economic 
hardship endured by our Southern neighbor.6,7 
 
THE U.S.-MEXICO BORDER  
The U.S.-Mexico border is a landscape of rough terrain filled with deserts, rivers, 
and mountains. It is almost 2,000 miles in length and extends from San Diego, California 
to Brownsville, Texas. Four U.S. states run along the border, Texas having the longest 
stretch, and California the shortest. The Rio Grande, known in Mexico as el Río Bravo, is 
also part of the terrain recognized as the physical border, a natural frontier that has 
marked the dividing line between Texas and Mexico since the 19th century. The United 
States and Mexico share the waters of this river, which has many international border 
crossing points, most noticeably at Ciudad Juárez and El Paso. Undocumented workers 
risk their lives daily to make their trek across the river, earning them the slur “wetbacks.” 
Depending on the exact location of the crossing, they wade across shallow waters, swim 
across, navigate over in tire inner tubes, ride on smugglers’ boats, or pay to have the local 
campesinos, or ranchers, help them cross in small boats.8,9   
One estimate predicts that each year between 400,000 and 1 million 




been present in the U.S. psyche since as early as 1904, when the first group of watchmen 
was organized to patrol the Southern border. But it wasn’t until 1924 that the Border 
Patrol was founded as an agency of the U.S. Department of Labor to prevent illegal 
entries along the U.S.-Mexico border. Now a part of the Department of Homeland 
Security, the agency has shifted its focus since the September 11 attacks to prevent 
terrorists and terrorist weapons from entering the country. But in practice it is still the 
U.S. Border Patrol that is in charge of preventing crossings of undocumented immigrants. 
10,11 
The border is monitored 24 hours a day by officers in trucks, horses, all-terrain 
vehicles, helicopters, surveillance cameras, night-vision scopes, and seismic sensors; 
migrants still get through, however. Finding undocumented workers who have 
successfully ventured past the invisible line is an easy task, but getting them to share their 
story has its challenges. Their skepticism is obvious when the topic is introduced and the 
words that result from their averted gazes are almost always the same, “Are you with la 
migra?”—words that represent the fear that shadows them as they wake up and go to 
sleep every day of their life in the United States. 
Most immigrants who have crossed the U.S.-Mexico border illegally have 
suffered a great deal of hardship. Luis Miguel, then 19 years old, first crossed in 2001. He 
explained to me, “Those are memories I’d rather not remember.” But within minutes, the 
journey is alive in his words, and a bit of survivor’s pride is visible in his onyx eyes as he 
recounts the 7 days it took him to walk across the border. Undocumented foreign 
nationals take a grave risk to reach the United States and The Blending of Culture 




Luis Miguel was born and raised in Queretaro, Mexico on a rancho located 3 
hours from Ciudad de México. His reasons for coming north were simple. “I came,” he 
said, “Because I wanted to better myself, I wanted to help out at home and give my 
parents a better life.” Luis Miguel’s brothers had left for el Norte 8 months before him 
and had filled his mind with dreams of a better tomorrow. It was in fact one of his older 
brothers who paid the $1,000 guide fee to the coyote, or smuggler, who guaranteed Luis 
Miguel’s trip across el Río Bravo.  
With great expectations Luis Miguel convinced his uncle, a veteran crosser, to 
take him on his next journey. On the treacherous Saturday-to-Saturday trip, 11 men 
accompanied him. They walked only in the dark of night, resourcefully having planned 
their trip during a full-moon period so they could use the moon as their only source of 
light, a strategy to avoid being spotted by the U.S. Border Patrol agents. Luis Miguel, 
who is the kind of man whose sharp mind suggests he is capable of doing intellectually 
demanding work explained, “It was hard and despite how careful we were being, we were 
anyways spotted by a helicopter…two hours it spent looking for us. We were hiding 
under the bushes and running from the spot lights. In the chaos my uncle and I were 
separated…I didn’t see him again until I was already in the United States.” 
He departed Nuevo Laredo, Mexico, a city located on the banks of the Rio 
Grande, with only $50 to his name. His cinammon skin tone and aristocratic Mayan 
features take you back several centuries; you can almost picture him in a native tribe 
wearing traditional indigenous garb. “On my first trip” he said, “I was a bit excited and 
nervous, well, up until the time when I started feeling ill.” To cure his dehydration, Luis 




medicine, a last minute addition his mother had forced him to carry on his mochila. “That 
first trip was an adventure…We had wild boars attacking us at night and tons of horny 
rattlesnakes crawling out of every corner,” it being late March and the reptiles’ prime 
mating season.  
Tired, filthy and wet, they made it across the river. He shook his head as he 
explained, “The coyote hired a campesino to pass us across the calmed waters of the 
river. It took about 3 minutes in the small power boat…and then we were here, dirty and 
hungry, but finally in the U.S.” After walking for another hour, already in North 
American territory, the smuggler concealed the group of 6 in a trailer, which had been 
hidden in the desert. They were given their first meal in 4 days, a can of generic soda per 
person and 3 cans of tuna to share. Those who had brought extra clothes were given an 
opportunity to change. That afternoon they were picked up by a van, which took them 
from the border to Houston, and from Houston another van took them on an overnight 
trip to Atlanta.  
 
WHEN ONCE IS NOT ENOUGH 
Four years after his first arrival into the promised land of North America, his 
father died and Luis Miguel had no option but to attend the funeral. He knew he had to be 
there to support his family and to give his father a respectful farewell—after all, Luis 
Miguel is a quintessential Latino, for whom family is everything. After visiting his 
relatives for 9 days, he embarked on his second journey towards the United States. 
Luis Miguel’s second and last trip across the U.S.-Mexico border in 2005 was 




time it was in the middle of winter and we were so cold. The farther north we traveled the 
colder it got.” He smiled shyly as he explained, “At night we were exhausted and we 
couldn’t sleep because we were so cold, so we used trash bags—you know those big 
black ones—as blankets. It was so bad our bottled waters partially froze.” In addition to 
the climate challenges, there was also a noticeably increased presence of U.S. Border 
Patrol agents, who sat in their SUVs patrolling with what Luis Miguel assumes were 
night vision binoculars.   
On this journey, el Río Bravo was a formidable opponent, one that stretched 150 
feet in width. Swimming across its polluted cold water, he was scared as the tide reached 
up to his chest. His wrinkled forehead and grimaced facial expression demonstrated to me 
how much Luis Miguel dreaded even the memory of this section of the trip. “These are 
memories I wish I could erase…, he continued, “We passed it at night…I thought I was 
going to die. The only thing that kept me going was knowing that once across the river I 
had passed the border.”  
He made it across safely during the 2005 mid-decade peak, when approximately 
1,189,000 undocumented workers crossed the border. Official U.S. Border Patrol 
statistics show that in 2008 their number of apprehensions declined to 724,000. The 
reasons behind this reduction are unclear, but the Department of Homeland Security 
believes it may be due to the U.S. economy decline and to increased border enforcement 
efforts. By the summer of 2009, U.S. officials reported even fewer instances of illegal 
immigrant crossings.10,12   
Border crossing has always been a concern in California and Texas; however, 




remoteness and dangerous terrain, which makes the U.S. Border Patrol less likely to find 
crossers there. In Arizona, those who are caught in the Sonora Desert during the furiously 
hot summer months are flown back to Mexico. The U.S. federal government-funded 
program intends to relocate newly arrived undocumented workers back to the southern 
and central regions of Mexico instead of just returning them across the border, a strategy 
that often results in another attempt at entering the United States. The program, which 
began in 2004, has thus far transported more than 82,600 Mexican nationals back to their 
home under the voluntary repatriation program.13 
In May 2001, 14 Central American nationals died from heat and sun exposure 
while attempting to cross the border in the deadliest endeavor to cross the fronteir in 
Arizona’s history. Survivors told reporters that smugglers had told them they would only 
need to walk for a couple of hours to reach the highway. In reality, the journey included 
more than 50 miles of desert travel before the closest road could be reached, usually in 
115-degree heat. This incident was not an isolated accident. According to the U.S. Border 




In July 2009, the killing of a U.S. Border Patrol agent marked a turning point in 
the increasing Mexican border violence by immigrant smugglers and heavily armed drug 
cartels. More than 17,000 agents patrol the nation's Mexican border, a number projected 




are rare. In 2008, approximately 50 U.S. Border Patrol agents were shot at, but this was 
the first shooting death of a border agent in more than a decade.10,16 
Luis Miguel was standing next to me as the news of the manhunt that resulted 
from the agent patrol’s killing hit the airways. It was obvious that the news had struck a 
chord with him, “There we go…These are the kind of guys who mess it up for the rest of 
us,” he commented, “Los morros [bad guys], who break the laws like that…they don’t 
want to stay here, they plan to go home. Or even worse, they were born here and have 
nothing to lose.” Although an undocumented worker, Luis Miguel has always tried to 
stay on the straight and narrow with the U.S. law—with 1 speeding ticket to his name. 
It is to avoid further troubles with the law that Luis Miguel refuses to drive. “I’m 
not the only one who doesn’t want to drive,” he said, “Some counties are worse. It is for 
this reason that many people [undocumented immigrants] don’t like traveling to Cobb 
[county in the suburbs of Atlanta]. It is dangerous territory…but since the recession 
began all the construction jobs seemed to have moved to Cobb, so what else can I do?” 
Luis Miguel’s driver’s license used to be from the State of Florida, but the laws changed, 
and he has not been able to replace it since it expired a few years ago. “I need to take a 
trip to Washington State,” he explained, “They will give me one [a driver’s license] over 
there. But you have to get all your paperwork there [insurance, mailing address, etc] 
cause the cops know.”  Tricks of the trade, these are some of the ways day-to-day 
survival is achieved.  
But that is not to say that for immigrants the priority is to simply cheat the system. 
For instance, Luis Miguel explained that he pays for private health insurance for his wife 




for him as a result of that union, however, an option that is present for foreign nationals 
that entered the United States legally and marry a U.S. citizen. “Because I entered as an 
illegal, I would have to go back to Mexico for one to ten years before I can reenter and be 
with my wife legally,” he explained.  Neither of them is willing to accept a forced 
separation; they would rather take their chances each day than face certain division. If 
bad luck ever catches up with Luis Miguel and he gets deported, he will have to wait the 
same period before he can enter legally as his wife’s husband. 
 
TO FENCE OR NOT TO FENCE: THE GREAT WALL OF MEXICO? 
By 2005, just over 80 miles of the 2,000 miles that form the U.S.-Mexico border 
had been fenced at strategic points on the edge, mainly in Texas and California, states 
with the 2 most popular crossing points. An example of the infrastructures constructed 
during the Clinton-era include the San Diego 10-foot-tall fence made of welded steel that 
protects the border with 14 miles of fencing and stadium lighting. Since then, 
construction of a 14-foot-tall secondary fence about 130 feet north of the existing barrier 
has been mostly completed.10 
A 2,000 mile state-of-the-art border barrier has been designed, the construction 
alone would cost between $4 and $8 billion. Former Homeland Security Secretary 
Michael Chertoff considered it too costly a project to undertake during the Bush 
administration. But GlobalSecurity.org, a company whose website states that it is 
dedicated to promoting security options for the United States, explained, “Costs for a 
wall that would run the entire length of the border might be as low as $851 million for a 




the fence could be electrified. A larger 12-foot tall, 2-foot-thick concrete wall painted on 
both sides would run about $2 billion.”10 
Recommendations on how best to protect the border are plentiful; in fact it seems 
everyone has their own idea about what would be the most effective option. The mayor of 
Brownsville, Texas, Pat Ahumada, who is very familiar with the impact of undocumented 
migrants in his border region, has proposed that 42 miles of the Rio Grande be widened 
and deepened. He explained, "A widened river would be a bigger deterrent to illegal 
immigration and the project doesn't send the wrong message to Mexico that the wall 
does." Proponents of this idea argue that this would create a more formidable barrier than 
a fence that can be climbed, and it would also be possible for the much lower price tag of 
$40 million.8 
San Diego’s Border Research and Technology Center is studying other options 
such as “an electronic current that stops a fleeing car, a camera that can see into vehicles 
for hidden passengers, and a computer that checks commuters by voiceprint.”17 
 
RETURNING HOME…BEYOND THE MEXICAN SIDE OF THE BORDER 
The pejorative pocho describes a Mexican who has abandoned the patria, or 
homeland, for el Norte and no longer holds any loyalty to Mexico. The use of derogative 
names towards each other by members of the same nation is an example of the 
divisiveness that exists between those who remain in Mexico and those of Mexican 
descent who now reside in the United States. The journey back home for those who have 




handed or being viewed as a failure by those who remained in Mexico would hurt the 
pride of any Mexican man or woman. 18  
The fear of returning home is also fueled in part by the comforts of living in an 
organized society where the system works. Raquel, a Panamanian immigrant who has 
lived in the United States for 50 years, remembered her experience when during a 
vacation in 1996 she crossed the Mexican border coming from Monterrey, Mexico to San 
Antonio, Texas. She explained that the way of driving changed noticeably once they 
crossed the border. “It was this erratic driving in Mexico,” she said, “Almost as if they 
were intoxicated—cross the border and perfect driving.” The explanation is simple: 
immigrants know that in the United States rules are likely to be enforced and actions to 
have consequences whereas in certain Latin American countries such as Mexico the 
system is not as effective, and a traffic stop is as likely to entail a bribe as a citation. 
Some experts have argued that concerns over the economy have driven and will 
continue to drive immigrants home. However, Jeffrey Passel, a senior demographer at 
PEW Research Center, stated in a recent study that “immigrants already in the United 
States are opting not to return to Mexico, because many of them are betting the economy 
will improve as well as perhaps hoping that immigration reform could soon pave the way 
for U.S. citizenship.” According to the data, the number of Mexican migrants who return 
home from the U.S. and other countries each year—roughly 450,000—has remained 
largely unchanged.”19 
Border issues do not have a simple solution. But almost everyone can agree that 
something needs to be done to control the flow of undocumented workers, who, although 
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AMNESTY—UNDOCUMENTED WORKERS LAST HOPE? 
 
The majority of border apprehensions occur near the border, mostly in response to 
economic patterns either in the United States or Mexico. There are certain instances, 
however, when these behavioral circumstances are predictable if not expected. In 1986, 
immediately before the Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) was signed into 
law, legislation that allowed the legalization of millions of unauthorized immigrants, the 
all-time apprehension record was reported at 1,693,000. History repeated itself in 2004, 
when President Bush began promoting his efforts towards providing amnesty for 
undocumented workers, an endevour that was ultimately unfruitful, again there was a 
noticeable spark in illegal immigration. In February 2004 Journalist Matt Hayes reported, 
“In the last several weeks, a staggering 90 percent of all illegal aliens intercepted in 1 
sector in southern Texas claim they’ve come for the amnesty.” 1,2,3 
The issue has sparked the debate over undocumented workers, one that President 
Obama plans to tackle as his administration’s priority. He recently explained, “We can 
create a system in which you have strong border security, we have an orderly process for 
people to come in, but we're also giving an opportunity for those who are already in the 
United States to be able to achieve a pathway to citizenship...” This governmental 
promise fuels a large group of workers of the population, if not of the voting block. For 
instance, when Obama’s name was mentioned, Luis Miguel smiled and cocked his head 
to the right, “He is our only hope right now…amnesty, that is our hope.” He explained 




returned. Saddened he said, “My brothers they went back when talk about [constructing] 
a wall began.” 2 
The recent contentious discussion over immigration reform, along with the vast 
numbers of undocumented Mexican citizens residing in the country, has revived the 
Mexican government’s interest in helping foster pro-Mexico groups or entities in the 
United States. Some believe the question when thinking about immigration reform in the 
United States is “Do we build bridges or do we build walls?” Many lobby for a bill like 
IRCA, commonly known as the Amnesty Bill, which granted 3 million undocumented 
immigrants legal status. In 2001, Mexican President Vicente Fox called on the U.S. 
Congress and President George Bush to grant legal status to as many Mexican migrants 
as possible. However, many immigrants, who have spent many years jumping through all 
the immigration hoops in order to maintain a legal status, do not view a general pardon of 
immigration offenders as a fair solution. Such an approach would almost certainly cause 
divisiveness along immigration groups of different legal statuses. After I explained such 
point on view on amnesty, Luis Miguel said, “Not everyone deserves it [amnesty], but we 
all want to improve our prospects.” Ultimately, we agree that other options such as a 
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LATINO UNDOCUMENTED IMMIGRANTS…HIDING IN PLAIN SIGHT 
 
Mexican nationals comprise the majority of the Hispanic population of the United 
States.  Their ease of access to the border also makes them the largest group of 
undocumented immigrants in this country. During the 1980s, known in Mexico as la 
década perdida, or the lost decade, a major economic crisis invaded Mexico and poverty 
soared from 28.5 percent in 1984 to 36 percent in 1996. In this period, it is estimated that 
over 5 million Mexican citizens arrived in the United States in search of opportunities 
they could not find at home. Today, there are over 11.5 million residents of Mexican 
origin living and working in the United States. A study by PEW Hispanic Research 
Center, an independent research group, estimates that up to 85 percent of these are 
undocumented immigrants.1,2,3 
At the beginning of 2009, ImmigrationCounters.com estimated there were over 22 
million undocumented immigrants in this country, with a price tag to social services of 
over $397 billion since 1996. The Coalition Against Illegal Immigration (CAII), an anti-
immigration group, has claimed that over 30 percent of illegal immigrants contributed 
“nothing” to the government while receiving over $30 billion in benefits. With the 
world’s economies in disarray and the media selectivity about their representation of the 
facts, it is no wonder that a growing number of U.S. citizens are opposed to the 





To clarify the widespread misinformation, in June 2007 The White House issued 
a report prepared by the Council of Economic Advisers (CEA) that highlighted the 
positive effects of immigration on the economy. The report concluded that foreign-born 
workers have accounted for half of the labor force growth in the past decade, which 
increased overall economic output and created new jobs. In addition, 90 percent of 
native-born workers have benefited from immigration, providing annual wage gains of as 
much as $80 billion. The report concluded that once the long-term tax payments of 
immigrants and their children were accounted for, immigration resulted in a “modest 
positive influence” on government spending. In the long-term immigrants contribute as 
much as $80,000 more per person in tax dollars than they consume in government 
benefits and services.7,20 
The Immigration Policy Center (IPC) of the American Immigration Law 
Foundation, a pro-immigrant group, reported in November 2007 that between one-half 
and three-quarters of undocumented immigrants pay sales taxes and property taxes. What 
is more, the consumer purchasing power of undocumented immigrants creates new jobs 
and provides federal, state and local governments with additional revenue through sales, 
income, business and property taxes. For instance, the Center for Urban Economic 
Development at the University of Chicago concluded in 2002 that undocumented 
immigrants in the Chicago metropolitan area alone spent $2.89 billion in 2001, which in 
turn stimulated an additional $2.56 billion in local spending, totaling 1.5% of the Gross 
Regional Product.8 
For even more reaffirmation, the Social Security Administration (SSA) concluded 




billion paid into the Social Security system under names and social security numbers that 
do not match SSA records. These are “payments from which immigrants cannot benefit 
while undocumented.”8  
These billions in contributions are in addition to the income taxes paid by 
immigrant households and businesses, who paid approximately $165 billion in federal 
income taxes, $85 billion in state and local income taxes, and $50 billion in business 
taxes. All in all, it is clear that for the most part immigrants do pay their share of the load 
and stimulate the economy more significantly than they drain it in benefits. 9 
 
BORDER CROSSING…DANGER AHEAD! 
Men, women and children are literally dying every day in their attempts to cross 
the U.S.–Mexico border. It is a journey to what they envision as a sort of promised land. 
Many do not realize the numerous risks of illegal border crossing before they commit to 
the quest or are mislead to believe by the coyote that the crossing will last only 1 to 2 
days, when in fact it can take up to 1 week. Others are well aware of the dangers but find 
the potential economic gain from entering the U.S. labor market to exceed the risks of 
crossing under the difficult conditions.10 
Most of those who do not make it across the border come unprepared to handle 
the stress of the journey and fall victim to the strenuous elements of the terrain; heat 
exposure and dehydration are the most common culprits. Increased violence in the region 
represents the other greatest danger to border crossers. Many fall prey to kidnappers, 
robbers, rival bands of smugglers, and even vigilante groups who capture immigrants and 




In 2001, the Mexican government, concerned over the risks its citizens were 
exposing themselves to, released the "Don't Risk It" program of public-service 
announcements. The short spots aired on national television and warned Mexican viewers 
of the many dangers of crossing the border illegally. The videos documented accounts of 
individuals who risked their lives and nearly died at the mercy of the unforgiving desert, 
drowned in the rapids of el Río Bravo, suffocated while trapped in trucks and shipping 
containers, or were killed by gunfire from U.S. Border Patrol agents or vigilante groups. 
It also featured warnings against smugglers, who often are inhuman in their drive to 
maximize profits. Coyotes have abandoned people in deserts, mountains, and rivers.3,6 
Statistics from the U.S. Border Patrol show that in 2005, 460 people died trying to 
enter the United States, the largest number on record since the Border Patrol started 
counting in 1998. Between October 1, 2008, and March 31, 2009 128 people died, an 
increase of nearly 7 percent over the same period the previous year. Based on the 25 
percent drop in arrests by the U.S. Border Patrol during the same 6-month period, the 
number of deaths might seem surprising, but “Migrant rights groups said the number of 
deaths is directly correlated to increased enforcement along the U.S.-Mexico border.” 
They believe the increased number of Border Patrol agents, the installation of fortified 
fences, and the utilization of new tools equipped with the latest technology cause 
casualties because the increased protective measures have forced migrants to attempt to 
cross in more dangerous, remote areas of the vast and ruthless desert, exposing 
themselves to the hardships of the terrain for longer periods of time.10,11,12  
Some who survive the crossing may be treated with cruelty once in the new 




trees.” “These ‘rape trees’ are places where Mexican cartel members and coyotes rape 
female border crossers and hang their clothes, specifically undergarments, to mark their 
conquest and territory.” Such crimes have been reported since 2007, but they became 
widespread this year, especially in Arizona. Republican Senator Jonathan Paton of 
Tucson explained that increased border violence in the last year has contributed to the 
rise in human trafficking, home invasions, rapes, auto thefts, kidnappings, and attacks on 
law enforcement agents in that state. 13 
 
THE GRASS IS GREENER ON THE OTHER SIDE OF LA FRONTERA 
José first entered the United States as an undocumented worker 15 years ago. 
Now 30, he remembers the difficulties of a life that has been lived on the run and in fear 
of deportation. He has successfully crossed the border 3 times, but his face reddens as he 
remembers the struggles, one of which almost cost him his life.  
When discussing their northbound journey, undocumented workers may evidence 
pride in their gravely tone voices and kind eyes. Their smiles may lengthen and their 
chins lift. These brave men and women wear their experiences like medals of honor. 
Members of this group are warriors of their own kind.  
At 15, José knew his prospects in Jalisco, Guadalajara were slim. The third of 10 
children, he ventured without his family’s blessing across the border. They dismissed him 
as a rebellious teenager, expecting him to settle down. The first in his immediate family 
to look towards the north for the promise of better wages and a stable labor market, on a 
November afternoon, he left his home with only $600 to his name, most of which would 




  A pollero, also known as a coyote, is someone who specializes in human 
smuggling. Coyotes typically have extensive experience in bringing people across the 
United States border from Mexico; they serve as guides who lead their clients safely 
through the unlawful immigration process. They use a variety of techniques to get their 
clients over the border, ranging from sneaking across the desert to hiding smuggled 
immigrants in trucks. Mild-mannered and with watchful eyes José explained, “The 
crossings are extremely dangerous. They are expensive and most times you have to pay 
the fee before you ever see U.S. land.” A pollero typically relies on his or her own 
reputation which circulates through word of mouth, with people at home and in the 
United States exchanging information about which coyotes are honest and reputable.11  
During the 1995 crossing, José was 1 in a group of 15, which included women 
and toddlers. Lead by the supposed wisdom of the pollero, they spent 2 full days walking 
in the desert, only to be turned back by U.S. Border Patrol agents towards the end of the 
second day. “The agents took el pollero — the one they identified — and told the rest of 
us to turn around,” he said, “They watched us from the distance until we couldn’t see 
them anymore. Then in the dark, we turned back around and the other pollero led the 
way.” On their second attempt they were more careful, hiding under Bottlebrush bushes 
during the day and walking only in the dark. They successfully reached Nuevo Mexico in 
1 night.  
José had prepared for the move extensively. He had saved money for almost 1 
year and had studied all the possible routes. Excited and optimistic, he was not prepared 
for the disappointment he felt once he arrived. “It wasn’t what I expected,” José 




dollars with it.” He shook his head as he continued, “We work very hard.” He admitted 
that in the United States there is more money to be made, but it comes at a high 
emotional and physical cost. “Solito,” he exclaimed sadly, “For many years I was so 
alone.”  
José has never been a timid man: the eternal go getter, he is active and dedicated. 
When he first arrived, he did not know a word of the language, so he enrolled in English 
lessons at a Catholic church. The 11 hours a week of free classes were complemented by 
the 70 hours workweek he maintained as an inexperienced construction worker. “I had 
time for nothing else,” he said, “I just knew I needed to improve myself.” 
Over time he became an active member of the community and through the church 
he met his wife, whom he jokingly refers to as “the fisherwoman who caught my slippery 
tail.” José continued, “After 6 years here my incentives to work hard have intensified. 
The additional motivation came with names and smiles,” proudly he showed me the 
photo of his 3 children, ages 7, 4 and 3.  
 
FAMILY MATTERS 
His children are enrolled in the Gwinnett county public school system. During the 
enrollment process, their immigration status was not questioned. José explained, “Even if 
it had been, they were all born here; they are U.S. citizens.” The children’s future is 
subject to a lot of uncertainty since both parents are undocumented immigrants. If either 
or both parents are caught by la migra and deported to Mexico, the children would have 




These “mixed-status families,” as they are called, are separated by the 
immigration laws regardless of the age of children, country of origin of the parents, or 
number of years the parents have been in the United States. MSNBC’s series “We The 
People” showcased the Zaragosa family, who were torn apart by the current immigration 
policy. The 3 Zaragosa children emigrated to Mexico when their mother was deported. 
The eldest returned and in tears complained, “In Mexico we had to go to a well and get 
water because there was no running water … I used to spend my time locked in a room 
crying because I wanted my brothers and me and my mom to come back here.” While the 
children have the right to return to the United States whenever they chose, there is no 
hope for their mother to return due to her damaging immigration record, which includes 2 
deportations.14  
The Zaragozas have been married for 16 years, but they have lived together for 
less than half of that time. They are not an isolated case, “more than 3.1 million 
American children have at least one illegal immigrant parent, according to the PEW 
Hispanic Research Center,” and 67% of children with an undocumented parent are 
citizens living in mixed-status families.14 
In June 2009, 150 American children from mixed-status families sued the Obama 
Administration over their parent’s expulsion, “asking a court to halt the deportations of 
their parents until Congress overhauls U.S. immigration laws.” Nora Sandigo, head of the 
Miami nonprofit American Fraternity, brought the cases on behalf of the children. She 





Aware of the risks his family faces, José is devastated at the possibility of being 
torn from his children. “I would take them with me until they are old enough to return for 
college,” he lamented, “But what an injustice it would be; their future would be ruined … 
I don’t want them to end up painters like me.” 
Despite the difficulties that are certain for parents of mixed-status families, there 
is not a shortage of mothers who come to the United States for the sole purpose of having 
their babies born American citizens, a right guaranteed by the 14th Amendment of the 
U.S. Constitution. On a recent trip to the beauty salon, I was shocked when I heard 
Veronica share her story. From Venezuela, she arrived in Atlanta when she was 6 months 
pregnant with the strategy to give birth to her baby here. She delivered a healthy boy at a 
local hospital. At 3 weeks of age, the parents were preparing to return to Venezuela with 
their American citizen newborn. 
Babies who are born in the United States to illegal alien mothers are referred to as 
“anchor babies,” and their citizenship rights have been a topic of contention for years. 
The growing trend of “birth tourism” is an issue that immigration agents are well aware 
of; the mothers enter the United States most times under a tourist visa. Pregnant women 
are denied entry if they try to enter the United States in their third trimester; therefore, 
they often disguise the pregnancy from the immigration agent. The reasoning is that with 
an American citizenship the possibilities for these children are widened, but at what cost 







THE UNINTENTIONAL WARRIORS 
 
Although the vast majority of undocumented immigrants intentionally entered the 
country as illegal aliens, there are those who do utilize the formal channels and cross the 
border as legal foreign nationals with sincere intentions to maintain a legal immigration 
status. Unexpected events may change the circumstances, however, forcing those few to 
make the decision to break the law they never intended to violate.  
Such is the case of Aura, a Venezuelan beautician who has been in Atlanta for 
over 5 years, and who originally entered the United States under an F-2 visa. One of the 
many letter and number combinations that signify a type of U.S. entry status, an F-2 visa 
is one granted to the spouse of an F-1, or student, visa holder.  F-2 status immigrants are 
not permitted to work, and before consideration is granted the F-1 petitioner must provide 
proof that the he or she can fully maintain the F-2 spouse.  
After a few months in Atlanta, it became clear to Aura that the minimum wage 
student job her husband maintained on campus while he studied towards a Master of 
Business Administration was not enough to sustain them both. Knowing her skills were 
such that could be easily productive even without a lawful work permit, she took to the 
community and word of mouth to find a job. Within a week, she had purchased a fake 
social security card at a local flea market and was employed at a beauty salon.  
Upon graduation from the program, her husband was employed utilizing the 1-
year work permit the U.S. government grants foreign students to gain experience. After 
the permit expired, her husband—classified by the government as a skilled worker—
needed to obtain an employer-sponsored H-1 visa that would grant him permission to 




the first day application became available for the 2008 fiscal year—the H-1 visas had 
been requested by approximately 150,000 individuals. Only 65,000 visas were available. 
In the fierce competition that ensued Aura’s husband came out a loser.16 
Faced with the prospect of having to go back to Venezuela, Aura and her husband 
decided to risk their luck and stay in Atlanta as undocumented workers. A label they 
would never have expected to be assigned, they now are both foreign nationals who find 
themselves unlawfully employed in the United States.  
Many undocumented residents choose to manipulate the immigration system to 
their benefit by marrying U.S. citizens for the sole purpose of gaining a legal immigration 
status. Obtaining a green card through marriage is not an innovative idea; those 
circumstances were dramatically portrayed in the 1990 film Green Card, in which, 
Gérard Depardieu’s character pretended to be lovingly married to Andie MacDowell’s 
character in order to obtain permanent residency in the United States. 
Almost 20 years later, the same idea is still commonly practiced. Many U.S. 
citizens are willing to marry foreign nationals in exchange for arranged companionship, 
favors, money, or simply for the sake of friendship. Aura shamefully admits that she is in 
the market for a “green-card husband,” for which she is prepared to pay $10,000. Green 
cards through marriage are available for foreign nationals who entered the U.S. legally 
with a visa or a visa waiver. With the precious green card come many benefits for foreign 
nationals, including legal residency and freedom to work.  
More than 2.3 million foreign nationals have gained residency through marriage 
between 1998 and 2007. While marriage fraud is rampant, it is also very difficult to 




pictures to create the illusion of a legitimate marriage, fake joint tax returns and practice 
intensively for the case interview, studying and rehearing a joint made-up-story of love.17 
To combat marriage fraud, United States Citizenships and Immigration Services 
(USCIS) officials are heavily trained to catch scammers by conducting interviews that are 
filled with very specific questions about the history of the relationship that if not 
answered correctly can result in the denial of the petition. Surprisingly, those who are 
legitimately married can be even more likely to miss questions than those who have 
studied for the interview. Case in point: my husband and I. We were married after 3 years 
of dating and had our interview 20 months after our wedding. Since we had no reason to 
fake our relationship—we are in fact legitimately married—we didn’t go over specific 
dates or circumstances of our relationship.  When it came to the interview, my husband 
couldn’t remember exact dates that marked relationship landmarks, while I knew 
everything from our first date, to the date he proposed. His memory was so questionable, 
than when he was asked for our wedding date he answered with the date of the ceremony 
and not the date of the legal union, which was the date the official was interested in. 
Thankfully, we had plenty of documents to prove we were truly married, including 
pictures of vacations, joint bank accounts and joint bills. At the end, the lack of 
preparation cost us 1 additional hour of questioning during which we were even required 
to name members of our spouse’s family and tell anecdotes from our wedding ceremony.  
A nation built on the hills of foreign nationals, we are everywhere, and it can be 
argued that most everyone is, one way or another, the descendent of an immigrant if not 




plain sight, leading lives as normal as possible, with the constant fear of being caught and 
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IMMIGRATION REFORM—IS IT IN OUR FUTURE? 
THE MANY POLITICAL ISSUES THAT MAY DRIVE  
THE CURRENT ADMINISTRATION’S AGENDA 
 
At last it seems Latinos will see the world’s balance shift in their favor. Barack 
Obama and his revolution based on change have inspired many Latinos to hope for a 
brighter future. It had been widely reported that our new president planned to begin 
addressing the country’s immigration system in 2009 and that his focus would be on 
finding a path for certain undocumented immigrants to become “legal.” 
But the road to reform is a potential minefield, an admission President Obama 
made in March 2009 at a town hall meeting audience in Costa Mesa, California. "I know 
this is an emotional issue; I know it’s a controversial issue,” he said. But, he explained 
that immigrants who have been in the United States for many years and still do not have a 
legal status should be able to have the opportunity to get out of society’s shadows.1 
During the 2009 North American Leaders Summit with Mexican President Felipe 
Calderón and Canadian Prime Minister Stephen Harper, President Obama reiterated his 
commitment to immigration reform. He delayed his promise to focus fully on such efforts 
however, until 2010 because of the current focus on health care, energy, and financial 
regulatory reforms. “What we've been able to do is to begin meeting with both Democrats 
and Republicans from the House and the Senate." He explained, "Secretary Napolitano is 
coordinating these discussions, and I would anticipate that before the year is out we will 




are ready to move this forward, and when we come back next year, then we should be in 
a position to start acting.”2 
New York Times journalist Julia Preston reported in April 2009 that White House 
officials have said, “The Obama administration favors legislation that would bring illegal 
immigrants into the legal system by recognizing that they violated the law and imposing 
fines and other penalties to fit the offense.” The officials explained that the legislation 
would also try to prevent the entrance of future undocumented immigrants by designing a 
system for verifying the legal immigration status of workers and therefore limiting the 
livelihood options for those who choose to enter the country illegally, and by 
strengthening border enforcement while also cracking down on employers who choose to 
hire undocumented immigrants.1 
While the current administration’s proposed legislation will probably be favorable 
for undocumented workers who already live in the United States, it seems the plan will 
take a strong stance against the future acceptance of immigrants who intend to break the 
law. However, the official strategy has not been presented or explained in detail, and 
clearly immigration issues are very complex. If the current health care debate serves as a 
window into the future, the road to immigration reform will be a very bumpy one. 
 
A FIRST GLIMPSE 
 
President Obama did not hesitate to act on his campaign promise to focus on 
Latino issues. The first step towards pleasing the Latino community was the nomination 
and subsequent confirmation of U.S. Supreme Court Justice Sonia Sotomayor, making 




was born in the Bronx to a family that had arrived on the mainland more than 60 years 
before. She maintains ties with Puerto Rico, visits once or twice a year, both to 
occasionally speak publicly and to visit relatives who maintain a residence in the island.3  
Soon after Justice Sotomayor’s confirmation, CBS News reported the exaltation 
Latinos felt with her accomplishment, one triumph they celebrated as an ethnic group 
united. The confirmation was no small accomplishment, for although Latinos make up 
more than 15 percent of the U.S. population, they account for less than 4 percent of all 
U.S. lawyers, and only 3 percent of judges. Upon hearing of the confirmation, Latina 
lawyer Magdalena Gutierrez eloquently expressed her delight with the news. She said, “I 
am proud of this accomplishment both as a woman and as a legal professional.  In order 
for the Latino community to continue to make strides, we need to be represented in high 
level positions, both in the private sector and the government sector.  Both sectors are 
still being underrepresented.  Many of the issues that Latinos are facing today are due to 
the misconceptions that exist at all levels of our community, both the educated and 
uneducated. It is only through accomplishments such as this that our community will 
better be represented and we can begin to tackle some of the grave issues that face the 
fastest growing minority in the United States.” 4,5  
President Obama also has appointed a record number of Latinos to high office. In 
the first 8 months of office, between 11 and 14 percent of Senate-approved appointees 
have been Latinos. Examples of the high-ranking Latino officials are Secretary of the 
Interior, Ken Salazar; Secretary of Labor, Hilda Solis; and The Honorable Vanessa Ruiz, 





THE LATINO VOTE 
The Sotomayor hearings also shone light on a political argument that has been 
hitting the airwaves for the last year—the power of the Latino vote. Recent studies 
suggest that well over 20 million Hispanics are eligible to vote, but only about 12-13 
million are registered and well under 10 million vote.  Latinos have become a growing 
political and economic force that can’t be ignored. 8  
In the 2008 presidential election, CNN reported that an analysis conducted by the 
PEW Hispanic Center, a non-partisan research center, showed that 9 percent of the 
electorate was Latino, a 1 percent increase from the 2004 national exit polls. This record 
number of Latino voters chose the Democratic presidential ticket over the Republican 
ticket by a margin of more than 2 to 1, a total of 67 percent versus 31 percent, 
respectively.9  
The Latino support for President Obama has declined since the election, but has 
not reached the lower levels of other demographic groups. An NBC/Wall Street Journal 
poll conducted between February and March 2009 showed Obama's approval among 
Latinos at 67 percent; in April it was 76 percent; in June it was 71 percent, and in July it 
was 66 percent. These levels highlight the overwhelming support President Obama 
garnered as a result of the Sotomayor nomination, which can be easily described as an 
important strategic move for an almost certain reelection bid. 10  
According to The Christian Science Monitor, top leaders of the Congressional 
Hispanic Caucus had sent a letter to President Obama urging a Hispanic supreme court 
nominee 2 days before Justice David Souter publicly announced his retirement, the 




coincidence. With the confirmation of Justice Sotomayor, many Latinos believe their 
voices are finally being heard, but this only raises Latino groups’ expectations and makes 
them more eager to see more of the promised change.11 
In contrast, the Republican Party continues to struggle to find a tone and a 
message that the Latino community can relate to. In May 2009, former Texas Republican 
congressman Henry Bonilla expressed his concern over the GOP’s declining share of the 
Latino vote. He was quoted as saying, “It’s absolutely urgent…If we don’t figure out a 
way to open our party up to more Hispanic voters, nothing else we do will matter.” A 
strategy to mend the broken lines of communications between the Republican party and 
the Latino community is not clear yet, as evidenced by the 9 Republican senators who 
voted to confirm Justice Sotomayor, as opposed to the 59 Democrats.12,13 
 
INSURED OR UNINSURED? 
The government’s current push for health care reform has been a polarizing force 
for the entire U.S. population. It is a policy that will affect all U.S. citizens, but it is fair 
to say that Latinos as a group are taking special notice. The chatter in the Latino forums 
is clear: decisions made on health care reform will become a defining factor for many, 
and especially for the approximately 22 million undocumented immigrants.  
U.S. Census data show that there are 7 million uninsured undocumented 
immigrants out of the more than 46 million uninsured people in the country. Large 
numbers of the Latino labor force lack the education necessary to get productive, high-




is no mystery why over 59 percent of undocumented adults had no health insurance in 
2007, and 14 percent of Latino U.S. citizens were uninsured.14,15 
As a result, one of the most contentious issues is whether undocumented 
immigrants are covered by the legislative proposals before Congress. Opponents have 
stood their ground, and the issue has divided the country. The passion the issue inspires 
was exemplified by Republican Representative Joe Wilson’s shouting “You lie!” at the 
president during his September 2009 primetime address to Congress. 16 
Every proposal currently being discussed disqualifies undocumented immigrants 
from receiving federal benefits. Currently, the undocumented immigrants are ineligible 
for Medicaid and Medicare and will remain so under all current proposals. This fact 
doesn’t prevent undocumented immigrants from receiving medical care, however. For 
example, Miami-Dade's Jackson Health System has spent $33 million this year alone on 
caring for undocumented immigrants, costing Miami-Dade taxpayers about $318 a day 
per patient. Federal law requires that everyone be treated in emergency rooms, and 
conservatives argue that examples such as the above mentioned are the cause of the 
health care crisis and that undocumented immigrants drive up the nation's healthcare 
costs. Many healthcare experts counter such claims as exaggerated in most locations. 
South Florida appears to be a special case, but opponents generalize it as an example of 
the financial burden many hospitals are carrrying.17,18 
The latest version of the Health Care Reform Bill includes a clause that blocks 
even legal immigrants whose status is set to expire within 1 year from receiving tax 
credits, and excludes undocumented immigrants from participating in the health care 




“From the onset of this health care debate, the Congressional Hispanic Caucus joined the 
Democratic leadership in accepting legislation that prohibited access to taxpayer-
subsidized health insurance for undocumented immigrants… You cannot say you want to 
bring people out of the shadows and then deny them non-government access to health 
care that they can use their own dollars to purchase.” A fair observation to a troubling 
issue.19 
A healthcare related, and highly disturbing, occurrence has become a common 
headline in newspapers across the country. Hospitals are quietly repatriating gravely ill 
uninsured undocumented immigrants. In 1 of the most publicized cases, Martin Memorial 
Medical Center, located in Florida, deported a Guatemalan patient in 2003 against the 
will of his cousin, who happened to be his legal guardian. Luis Jiménez, 37, had been the 
victim of a drunk driving accident. He had been hospitalized for years after suffering 
severe brain-injuries that left him without the ability to walk and with the mental age of a 
child.  
An undocumented immigrant without health insurance, Jiménez’s continuing care 
was not covered by Medicaid because of his immigration status. Therefore, early one 
morning, the hospital chartered a private plane and returned Jiménez to his homeland and 
to his elderly, poverty-stricken mother. Since his repatriation more than 5 years ago, 
Jiménez has not received health care. A legal case that sought damages from the hospital 
for kidnapping and deportation concluded in 2009 with a jury ruling in the hospital’s 
favor.20 
None of the proposed health care reform bills address the Jiménez issue, and with 




hospitals will continue this questionable practice.  The haphazard approach to uninsured 
and undocumented immigrants in the United States is inhumane, but something many 
choose to ignore, and even to support, in these divisive times.  
 
THE FIGHT AGAINST DRUGS:  
A BATTLE ON BOTH SIDES OF THE BORDER  
 Drugs are a business, and one that author Charles Bowden believes exist for 2 
reasons: “the products are so very, very good and the profits are so very, very high.” The 
U.S. consumes $40 billion worth of illicit drugs every year, and 90 percent of cocaine and 
1/3 of marijuana is imported into the United States through the Mexican border. A supply 
that used to be dominated by Colombian cartels has now become Mexico’s growing 
industry, with the country ranking as a major drug producing and transit territory. The 
world’s initiative to combat drug trafficking and violence is taking center stage in 
Mexico, as the Mexican cartels are now the main foreign supplier of marijuana and a 
major supplier of methamphetamine to the United States.21,22  
 The 3 leading sources of foreign exchange for Mexico are oil, tourism, and money 
sent home by Mexican nationals who live in the United States; drugs are more profitable 
for the country than these 3 sources combined. Mexican President Felipe Calderón, who 
took office in December 2006, has made combating drug cartels and drug violence a top 
priority of his administration. He has mobilized the military and has sent sizeable forces 
into the worst drug-infected states. He has also instructed Mexico's Attorney General, 
Eduardo Medina Mora, to focus on anti-cartel initiatives. The battle is so intense that in 




Enforcement Administration and the Border Patrol.”21,23,24 
 The U.S.’s “war on drugs” has been a high priority for the U.S. government since 
President Richard Nixon first officially declared his intention to stem the flow of drugs 
into the United States. In May 2009, the Obama administration's new drug czar, Gil 
Kerlikowske, announced that the term would no longer be used. He said, "Regardless of 
how you try to explain to people it's a 'war on drugs' or a 'war on a product,' people see a 
war as a war on them." The new administration will address the drug issue as a matter of 
public health, with the focus shifting to treatment instead of incarceration. Regardless of 
the term used to describe the problem, it is real and seems to be worsening. 25,26 
 Bowden uncovered that a 2001 Mexican study conducted by Centro de 
Investigación y Seguridad Nacional (CISEN)—leaked to the press—speculated that if the 
drug business stopped completely, the U.S. economy would shrink by 19 to 22 percent. 21 
 In March 2009, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton confirmed the key role the United 
States plays in the war on drugs, explaining that the supply exists as a result of the 
demand. “Our insatiable demand for illegal drugs fuels the drug trade,” she said. The CIA 
backs up Clinton’s statement, describing the United States as the “world’s largest 
consumer of cocaine, Colombian heroin, and Mexican heroin and marijuana; major 
consumer of ecstasy and Mexican methamphetamine; minor consumer of high-quality 
Southeast Asian heroin; illicit producer of cannabis, marijuana, depressants, stimulants, 
hallucinogens, and methamphetamine; money-laundering center.” Bowden believes that 
drugs relevance in U.S. society is so remarkable that they are the biggest source of 
redistribution of income to the poor and the biggest killer of U.S. citizens since the 




In early 2009 the White House unveiled a plan to help Mexico fight the battle 
against drugs. An integral part of this plan is the approval of $400 million by Congress, to 
be utilized not only to help Mexico fight drug and human traffickers but also to build 
more effective security forces and to control money laundering. This is not the first U.S. 
effort to support the Mexican government in its battle against the powerful drug cartels. 
The U.S. involvement with the Mexican battle against drugs can be traced back to 1985, 
when U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration agent Enrique “Kiki” Camarena was 
kidnapped in Guadalajara, Mexico and found brutally murdered days later.24 
Colombia is the world’s biggest producer of cocaine, and its cocaine loads move 
through Mexico almost exclusively. A National Geographic documentary about Mexican 
drug lords explained, “The drug cartels smuggle drugs into the United States by road 
across the border, by boat along the Pacific coast and even through miles of cleverly 
constructed [underground] tunnels that run from Tijuana, into the United States.”31 
 Over the years, the Mexican cartel leaders have evolved from drug traffickers for 
the Colombians to independent drug lords. Since the demise of the Medellín and Cali 
cartels in Colombia, the Mexican cartels now control all aspects of the trade, from sale to 
delivery. According to the Mexican government, there are 7 drug cartels operating in 
Mexico, most of which have a strong presence in U.S. border towns, giving them easier 
access to key transit points for drug shipments to the United States.23 
 Tijuana, Baja California, which lies just 15 miles South of San Diego, California is 
the world’s busiest border crossing, with approximately 50 million people a year passing 
into California, the largest market for illegal drugs in the United States and therefore an 




 In 2006, The National Drug Intelligence Center estimated that Mexican and 
Colombian drug trafficking organizations generate between $8 billion and $24 billion 
annually, an amount fueled solely by U.S. consumers. The National Geographic 
documentary explained, “To protect their lucrative business, the AFO (Arellano-Felix 
Organization, or Tijuana cartel) is ready to kill anyone, anytime.” With the streets filled 
with unprecedented violence, the Mexican government has a dilemma it has referred to as 
plata o plomo—silver or lead. National Geographic explained, “You take the bribe or you 
take the bullet.” Mexican officials have often taken the bribe. Since the 1990s, the entire 
city of Tijuana, from the police department to the politicians, has been conquered by the 
cartel’s payroll.23 
It is widely reported that when bribery fails, the cartels choose more vicious 
strategies, which are at the heart of the cartel’s culture. In an overwhelming Catholic 
country, Mexican drug traffickers, who so often practice acts of brutality and killings, 
were condemned by the Catholic Church following the 1993 killing of Cardinal Juan 
Jesus Posadas, Archbishop of Guadalajara. Consequently, members of the cartels 
publicly embraced Santa Muerta, the Mexican angel of death, a conception from a local 
cult. Some of the cartel’s more heinous acts, such as beheading, drawing and quartering, 
and burning victims alive have been dedicated to Santa Muerta.31 
Since the assassination of the cardinal, the Tijuana cartel and the Sinaloa cartel 
have battled with each other for supremacy over Tijuana, Mexico’s most profitable 
smuggling route. With the increasing violence, the Mexican armed forces made an effort 
to take control of Tijuana’s streets again, only to be given a warning by the Tijuana 




Candidate Luis Donaldo Colosio. In desperation, the Mexican authorities turned to the 
United States. National Geographic reported, “In 1995 President Clinton ordered the 
establishment of a dedicated taskforce. The Arellano-Felix Task Force was dedicated to 
specifically target Mexico’s most formidable criminal organization.”  
 The violence has escalated, and the U.S. and Mexican armed forces have continued 
to battle against drug proliferation in Mexico as the cartels intimidate each other in 
savage turf wars. In a 3-month period, 300 hundred cartel members and policemen were 
killed in Tijuana streets—37 in a single weekend. From January 2000 through September 
2006, the Mexican government arrested more than 79,000 people on charges related to 
drug trafficking. But if, as some in the DEA believe, the rising price of cocaine in the 
United States is an indicator of a disrupted drug market in Mexico, then we might be 
finally heading in the right direction. Forbes reported in December 2008 that the price of 
cocaine in America’s streets had risen 27 percent since early 2007, to $123 a gram.22,23 
Although the Arellano-Felix brothers of the Tijuana cartel were removed from the 
streets of Tijuana after 15 years of war with both U.S. and Mexican forces, the violence 
remains as groups, such as the Sinaloa cartel, fight for control of the region. The Mexican 
government estimates that the war between the drug cartels has claimed more than 16,000 
lives in Mexico alone.31 
 
THE BUSINESS OF TRAFFICKING: FROM DRUGS TO PEOPLE 
Having identified a new opportunity in their business line, in March 2009 U.S. 
law enforcement officials reported that Mexican drug cartels have expanded into the 




networks, the cartels are able to easily transport undocumented workers into the United 
States and, many times, force them into a form of economic bondage or prostitution.32 
Organized smuggler groups are characterized in U.S. Border Patrol circles as 
Little League Mafias that range from “mom and pop” type groups to international 
organizations that go beyond Mexico and human trafficking into money laundering. 
Since the 1990s, the cartels have been profiting from human smuggling mainly by taxing 
the coyotes; however, after the September 11 attacks the price of passage increased, 
prompting the cartels to take notice and see the practice as a lucrative opportunity—a 
business the United Nations estimated in 2003 to be a $9.5 billion industry. This industry 
has been created as a direct result of increasingly effective border patrol efforts. In fact, 
most crossings before 1993 were unassisted by smugglers, but with the increased 
presence of border protection forces, undocumented immigrants have needed help to get 
across the border.32 
By taking the human smuggling practice from the coyotes, the Mexican cartels 
have extended the violence to this side of the border, and Arizona is one of the worst-hit 
states. The Grand Canyon State has seen a sharp increase in violent crime, and bodies 
have been found all over the Arizona desert. Home invasions and kidnappings are so 
widespread that the Phoenix Police Department has been forced to form a special squad 
just to handle them. 
Estimates from the Arizona Department of Public Safety are that in Phoenix alone 
there are more than 1,000 safe houses used to hide undocumented immigrants after they 
are smuggled into the country. Authorities believe that these immigrants who have just 




naked, and blindfolded. Ransom demands are then given to family members, who most 
times have already paid the smugglers to have the now captive victims brought across the 
border.33 
In July 2009, Arizona Republican Senator John McCain gave a speech regarding 
his concern over the growing southern border violence and the inventive ways of the 
cartels. He said, “Every other month tunnels are discovered underneath the border. Since 
1990, 110 cross border tunnels have been discovered.  Twenty-four tunnels were 
discovered in 2008 alone.” He continued, “The prosperity and success of Mexico is 
essential to the prosperity and success of our own country.  We share a border, our 
economies are intertwined, and we are major trading partners with each other.”34 
The destructive violence from Mexico has caused many Tijuana residents to 
depart towards the United States as refugees from the drug war. This influx of 
undocumented workers will continue as long as the violence persists. The immigration 
issue is thus part of a destructive cycle of an unfinished battle on drugs. Consequently, in 
order for immigration reform to be successful, it must address the drug factor—both at 
the smuggling level in the border states and at the distribution and consumption level in 
the streets and homes of the United States. 
 
IS IT TIME FOR A NEW APPROACH TO ILLICIT DRUG’S? 
It has arguably become time to implement a new strategy to combat the 
widespread use and abuse of illicit drugs in the United States. Some may say that the 
Obama administration should follow the example of our closest Southern neighbor and 




Economist Jeffrey Miron recently discussed flaws in the mainstream approach 
used to minimize drug use. He wrote, “Escalation (of police force, border control and 
enforcement) is the wrong response…Prohibition creates violence because it drives the 
drug market underground.” Violence is a common denominator with the prohibition of 
many illicit industries, including alcohol and prostitution where they are or have been 
banned. Proponents argue that the violence is a result of policies that create black 
markets, not of the drugs themselves.35 
Opponents, on the other hand, believe legalization of current illicit drugs would 
not decrease violence and would instead promote more harmful activities, “which 
threatens the health, welfare, and safety of all people, both users and non-users alike.” 
Drug Watch International, a non-profit drug information network that promotes drug-free 
cultures, argues that legalization would decrease price and increase availability, which in 
turn would increase drug use and addiction and then result in more criminal activities 
perpetuated under the influence of drugs.36 
Although some experts contend that the prohibition of illicit drugs may curb drug 
use, this argument was debunked in the United Kingdom. There, government statistics 
have shown that the number of heroin and cocaine addicts seen by the health service has 
grown since the 1960s even though the trade is limited to the black market. Another 
commonly believed idea is that the stricter the rules, the less likely the incidence of drug 
use. But a study conducted by the World Health Organization concluded that “countries 
with stringent user-level illegal drug policies did not have lower levels of use than 
countries with liberal ones.” Proof of the inefficiency of strict anti-drug legislation can be 




cocaine and marijuana use in the world, and while most of the European Union 
[including Holland] has more liberal drug laws than the United States, it also has less 
drug use.”37,38 
In August 2009, Mexico decriminalized the possession of small amounts of 
marijuana, cocaine, heroin, LSD, and methamphetamine while encouraging treatment for 
drug dependency. The New York Times reported, “Anyone caught with drug amounts 
under the personal-use limit will be encouraged to seek treatment, and for those caught a 
third time treatment is mandatory.” It has not been long enough since the implementation 
of the new Mexican law to determine its success in decreasing drug addiction and drug 
related violence levels. 39 
In 2001, however, Portugal implemented a similar law by eliminating all criminal 
penalties for personal possession of drugs, including marijuana, cocaine, heroin, and 
methamphetamine. A study on the consequences of the tolerant policy conducted by the 
Cato Institute, a libertarian think tank, was released in April 2009. The findings revealed 
that illicit drug use among teens in Portugal declined, rates of new HIV infections 
dropped, and the number of people seeking treatment for drug addiction rose to 14,877 
from 6,040.38 
Efforts to legalize the use of illicit drugs in the United States as a workable 
solution to control their widespread use have been proposed to fruitless results. In 1994, 
former Surgeon General, Joycelyn Elders, was outspoken over her belief that the 
legalization of drugs was an issue that needed to be considered as a factor that could 




from then President Bill Clinton, and she lasted only 14 months in the high-ranking 
position.40  
It is unclear where the Obama administration stands in the debate over the 
legalization of illicit drugs. During the 2007 campaign trail, then-Senator Obama said he 
was not in favor of the legalization of marijuana without medical evidence of its benefits 
and tight controls for its distribution. In 2009, Obama administration drug czar Gil 
Kerlikowske said he doesn't support efforts to legalize drugs. Therefore, it can be 
deduced that a limited decriminalization of illicit drug possession is not in the immediate 
future for the United States. If it succeeds in stabilizing Mexico’s drug-fueled violence 
however, the measure might be an inspiration to U.S. lawmakers.26,41  
 
A THREAT TO AMERICA? 
Whether it is the violence caused by drug trafficking, the uncertainty caused by 
rising unemployment, or the worry over losing their cultural identity, many native-born 
Americans claim to be living in fear of Latino immigrants. Journalist Geraldo Rivera 
believes that this fear represents deep discomfort with America’s changing face. In his 
book HisPANIC, he explained, “I believe most of the fears are groundless and are based 
on myth and propaganda, which are driving us to reject and persecute newcomers we 
should be embracing.” He continued, “They are a dynamic force that will assimilate and 
strengthen our country as immigrant groups before them have done.”27 
 In 2006, the town of Hazelton, Pennsylvania made headlines when mayor Lou 
Barletta vowed to make sure illegal immigrants knew they were “no longer welcome” 




designed to expell illegal immigrants from Hazelton. The ordinance, which was approved 
by the council, made English the official language of Hazleton and prevented illegal 
immigrants from getting work or renting homes. However, in 2007, a judge from the 
Federal District Court ruled the ordinance to be unconstitutional and that undocumented 
immigrants had the same civil rights as legal immigrants and citizens. The town was the 
first in the country to try to ban illegal immigrants, but it is not alone in its efforts.1,42   
Since the debate over illegal immigration intensified in December 2005 after the 
U.S. House of Representatives passed an enforcement bill, the country has seen a surge in 
groups united against illegal immigration. For centuries, organized groups have taken the 
defense of “their homeland” into their own hands. The militant Minutemen’s stated goal 
is to prevent by direct action potential illegal aliens from crossing the southern border of 
the United States. Rivera believes however, their real fight is against the Latino-induced 
change of America, what he refers to as the “fear of a ‘brown tide’ washing over 
America’s white shores.” Some speculate that these defensive efforts may be fueled by 
fear of negative change, such as increased crime, taxes, unemployment, increased threats 
of terrorism, the overwhelming of public schools, social security, welfare and other social 
services, you name it. This fear of change is caused by the same change most of the 
country embraced when President Obama recommended it during the campaign trail.27,43   
The threat that this self-policing armed group poses is very real and mounting. 
The Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC), a watchdog agency based in Alabama, 
reported that since 2000 the number of anti-immigration racist hate groups has risen 40 




Nazi movements such as the Ku Klux Klan (KKK). It can be argued that the debate over 
immigration has refueled interest in the Klan’s activity.   
Mayor Barletta’s efforts to declare illegal alien-free zones in the United States got 
mainstream media support by former CNN’s prime-time newsman Lou Dobbs, who 
supported Barletta’s efforts by advertising a fund-raiser for Hazelton, Pennsylvania’s 
legal fight. Among Barletta’s other supporters is the Confederate Knights of the Ku Klux 
Klan. Interestingly, the head crusader in this fight against illegal immigrants, Mayor Lou 
Barletta is himself the descendent of Italian immigrants. In his book, Rivera muses, “One 
thing I can’t figure out…is how the children of such recent arrivals can be so resolutely 
anti-immigrant.”27 
The passion of these militants seems to be driven by fear. Rivera demonstrated its 
extent by highlighting messages he has received from viewers. One received in July 2007 
from Nick M. read in part, “Hispanics are the proverbial turd in the American punch 
bowl. When you throw a turd into a punch bowl, you don’t elevate the stature of the 
turd…you poison the punch bowl.”27 
In contrast, there are the efforts of leaders such as New Haven, Connecticut, 
mayor John DeStefano, who in 2007 began issuing I.D. cards to the city’s 120,000 illegal 
aliens in an effort to regulate them, making it possible for them to open bank accounts 
and to learn English. New York Senator Chuck Schumer has also been quoted as saying: 
“America needs immigrants.” But these efforts were heavily challenged by the 
opposition, Geraldo wrote, “The same day as the mayor’s visionary IDs became 




days later the spunky mayor appeared on At Large, my Fox News weekend show, and 
angrily accused the federal government of retaliating against the city for its initiative.”27  
Deep passion drives both claims regarding undocumented immigrants. While 
immigrants have always formed the makeup of this nation, it appears that certain groups 
of U.S. citizens are willing to ignore their own heritage and to support a more 
individualistic society. Helping people in desperate situations may save taxpayer money 
in the long run while promoting the United States as a civilized nation. U.S. citizens and 
residents are now in the midst of a waiting game until 2010, when the elected leadership 
is set to begin guiding the country towards a progressive path of acceptance. In the 
meantime, we all have a voice, and Latinos need to have their wishes and concerns heard 
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CULTURE: INTEGRATION OR REJECTION? 
 
Requiring numerous adjustments in daily routine, etiquette, and even world 
views, and often resulting in encounters with stereotypes and prejudice, living in a new 
culture is never easy. With so many concerns, new immigrants can find that their lives 
have become nightmares. Early culture shock can also influence how adaptable 
immigrants become in the long run, isolating further those who are unprepared to handle 
the challenges or to gain the tools needed to navigate their new society.  
 
CULTURAL ADAPTATION…LEARNED OR NATURAL? 
 Immigrants who have built expectations about their new environment may find 
themselves better prepared to handle the changes that await them in their new society. 
California-based social scientists Robert Boyd and Peter Richerson believe that culture 
plays an important role in the shaping of human behavior and that it is through learning 
that cultural parameters are adapted and adopted as new ways of life in the new 
environment. They explained, “Learning involves a tradeoff between accuracy and 
generality. Learning mechanisms generate contingent behavior based on ‘observations’ of 
the environment.”1 
 An important element of the successful adaptation of behavior is previous 
knowledge of the new culture. Overall, the more detailed and specific knowledge is for a 
particular environment, the more accurate is the learning rule and the more successful the 




environment can be best achieved by the foreign national making adjustments in his or 
her cultural identity.  Many of these modifications can be made before the immigrant 
even arrives in the United States. In today’s ever connected world, immersion into Anglo 
culture is facilitated by media and internet exposure to the dominant U.S. cultural 
framework for politics, sports, musicians, films, trends and consumer goods.  
 Much of an individual's behavior in a new society is a product of beliefs, skills, 
ethical norms, and social attitudes that are acquired from others. To predict how 
individuals new to a community will behave, one must know something about their 
cultural background and their expectations of their new surroundings. It is for this reason 
that new U.S. immigrants who had already been exposed to U.S. culture have an easier 
time adapting than those who came without fact-based expectations.  
 Mexican immigrant Benito is one of those who came with very limited knowledge 
of what was awaiting him. Since his early teens he had been attracted to the trappings of 
the north: the cars, the clothes, the cash, but not necessarily the experience of something 
new. When asked on his reasons for coming to the United States, he replied, “Menzo!” 
Benito explained, “I came because I was a fool… I just saw all the girls flying to the 
Norteños.” Referring to the popularity of the returned immigrants amongst the girls in 
Mexico, he continued, “They had it all, the girls, the cars…I wanted that.” Norteños is the 
term commonly used to refer to Mexican nationals who reside in the United States and 
who return to Mexico for visits.  
 At 17, Benito convinced his 32 year-old uncle, who had crossed the border 3 
times already, to help him make the journey. Benito had had a job at the local clothing 




years experience in the factory had opened doors that Benito admittedly may not have 
deserved to have available to him. 
 Benito’s father, José, knowing first hand the struggles that life in the United 
States would mean, begged him to stay. José had spent 4 years in Texas and had returned 
to Mexico empty handed and vowed never to cross el Río Bravo again, a promise he has 
kept. Benito explained, “He wasted every dollar he made in the U.S…he partied it off in 
girls and booze.” In contrast, ever since his return to Mexico José has seen success. 
Benito continued, “When he first went back [to Mexico], he worked hard and bought a 
cow, then little by little he could afford more. Now he has a house, two cars…to me it 
just shows that when you really want to, you can make it. It doesn’t matter where you 
are.” Clearly, to some, location does matter since José has seen in Mexico the success 
that eluded him in the United States.  
 After an uneventful journey across the border, Benito arrived in Los Angeles, the 
unofficial capital for undocumented workers early on a Sunday afternoon. Within 24 
hours he had a job in a well-known 5-star restaurant in Malibu, California.  At $8 an hour 
for 11 hours a day, the dishwashing job afforded Benito enough to pay his share of the 
rent in the small apartment he occupied with 4 others, including his uncle. Regarding life 
in Los Angeles he said, “I had enough to live on and to party, and that was all I needed.”  
Eight months later, pressured by his uncle and the prospect of an even more 
comfortable life Benito decided to pay the $500 to a coyote for the journey to Atlanta. 
For those sin papeles, the westbound trek is filled with what Benito refers to as 
“deathtraps.” In the border states, the first set of immigration checkpoints are called 




located 50 to 60 miles north of the frontier line. The blockade of the major interstate 
freeways at San Clemente and Temecula is a well-known second border north of Tijuana. 
Far and away from the actual frontier line, suburban immigration checkpoints are known 
as third borders; they are set to control the daily interaction between 2 citizen 
communities. Since third borders are widely spread across the country, to navigate the 
many varied checkpoints coyotes are the preferred means of transportation for 
undocumented immigrants who are eastbound. Author Mike Davis explained that to 
avoid discovery, smugglers “unload their cargo a mile or two before the checkpoint and 
order them to cross to the other side of the freeway ... until they are safely north of the 
INS [USCIS].”2  
 On life in the Unites States, Benito said, “It’s horrible here…Specially in Atlanta, 
it is all work and more work, no rumba, no fun.” This lifestyle was not what he expected 
and it is not something he wants to spend the rest of his life enduring. He continued, 
“Whenever I collect enough, I want to return, but not without having achieved something 
I can show for back there [in Mexico]. I can’t return con el rabo entre las piernas [with 
my tail between my legs].”  
 When considering what he likes about the United States culture, he grinned and 
said, “The variety of food.” Not enjoying the offerings of American culture, he proudly 
laughed off the so-called cultural barriers, indicating that he refused to adapt in any 
meaningful way. He explained, “No cultural barriers for me…I live my Mexican life 
here.” Benito is like many who move to the United States and add their own flavor to the 




 One can argue that Benito’s lack of interest in U.S. culture can be attributed to 
immaturity—a desire to simply focus on having fun and enjoying himself. But it can also 
be argued that his inability to adapt has been due to a lack of built expectations when he 
first arrived. Benito admits to not having known what to expect before he came to the 
United States and thinking of the move as a vacation—if at all. Without being prepared 
for what he would encounter and the new lifestyle he would lead, he has found himself at 
odds with his new society. Either way, one thing is clear. Not all immigrants are living 
the dream life they thought would come so easily, and many are eager to go back home. 
As Benito said, “I want the familiar: my parents, my friends, the parties, the every day 
life…I know I will return home sooner rather than later.” 
 For some immigrants the challenges are cumulative. Young essayist Maria Teresa 
Brothers explained the difficulties she had when she first arrived in the United States, 
especially during the holidays. She wrote, “I wanted to celebrate El Día de la 
Independencia, but I realized that here Americans did it on July 4th and not on September 
16. Surprisingly Americans celebrate Cinco de Mayo while in Mexico it is not a 
recognized holiday. Not only was it difficult becoming accustomed to new traditions, but 
to a different language.” Over the years, her process of acculturation became easier, but 
the longing for what was left behind never stopped. She continued, “Now I’m happy that 
I not only have El Día de la Independencia or El Día de los Muertos to celebrate, but 
Thanksgiving too. On this day I am thankful for having a new home just like the Pilgrims 






MANY CULTURES… ONE ETHNICITY  
Many Americans believe that Latinos began arriving in the United States in the 
last 20 years. Nothing can be further from the truth. According to the U.S. State 
Department, “When Plymouth was founded in 1620, Santa Fe was celebrating its first 
decade and St. Augustine its 55th anniversary. Spanish settlements developed in the 
southwest of today's U.S. and also in the Gulf coast and the Florida peninsula. Some 
Latinos can trace their ancestors back to those days.”4   
Today, Latinos who live in the United States—regardless of immigration status— 
represent approximately 15 percent of the 307 million U.S. population. This percentage is 
slightly larger than that for African-Americans, the largest minority historically, who now 
represent less than 13 percent of all U.S. residents. According to the documentary The 
Blending of Culture: Latino Influence on America, Latinos in the United States are 
divided into 3 major cultural houses: Mexican-Americans, Puerto Rican-Americans and 
Cuban-Americans. These groups represent the vast majority of all immigrants from the 
Caribbean and from Central and South America.5 
Several states have large and growing Latino populations, including Texas, New 
York, Illinois, and Florida. The largest concentration is in California, with 13.5 million. 
Impressively, California and Texas together house over 48 percent of the U.S. Latino 
population. Editor Douglas Massey believes that once the first immigrant pioneers 
established themselves in specific areas with ethnic neighborhoods and economic niches, 
the tendency of later immigrants was to follow to the same areas. These followers had a 




civil violence, political crises, and other social transformations are among the ‘shocks’ 
that upset traditional societies and provide the impetus to migrate.”6 
The Latino population of Florida, where thousands of Cubans fleeing the Castro 
regime have settled, is over 20 percent. Cuban-Americans are so prevalent in Miami that 
The Miami Herald, the city's largest newspaper, publishes separate editions in English 
and Spanish. Until recently, the state population was growing at a rate of approximately 
1,000 new residents per day, which was causing a change in the state’s demographic mix. 
According to Newsweek, “Though Cuban-Americans dominated the Latino electorate in 
Florida for decades—accounting for 70 percent of it in 2000…[in the 2008 elections] for 
the first time, non-Cuban Hispanics make up a majority of Florida's Latino voters. The 
new groups are mainly Puerto Ricans, who have mostly converged in the Orlando area, 
and Central and South Americans, who have largely settled in South Florida. There is 
also a rapidly growing population of new Colombian and Venezuelan implants, “many of 
them middle-class professionals who fled unrest in their home countries.”4,7,8 
There are approximately 1.5 million Cubans in the United States, representing 
about 4 percent of the Latino population. More than two-thirds of Cuban-Americans live 
in Florida, and about 37 percent of all those who identify themselves as Cubans-
Americans were born in the United States. Although Latinos tend to be younger than the 
rest of the U.S. population, this is not the case with Cuban-Americans. The elder Cuban-
Americans are a conservative group who would prefer to see their new generations 
mature with a strong Cuban identity; however, the younger generations are increasingly 




Cuban-American generations are “somewhat distanced from the nationalistic exile fervor 
of their elders.”  
Cuban-Americans are known for maintaining close ties to their homeland; in this 
country, they live almost exclusively in Spanish-speaking communities such as Miami’s 
Hialeah neighborhood. Journalist Geraldo Rivera explained, “They are part of the [local] 
power structure…They dominate the upper echelons of municipal life,” in parts thanks to 
being bilingual, upwardly mobile, and middle class.9,10 
Puerto Rican-Americans are a group that was absorbed into the United States 
during the American expansions of the late 19th century, and since 1917 Puerto Ricans 
have been considered American citizens. Puerto Ricans think of the island as un estado 
libre asociado, or a free associated state, since the territory is an autonomous 
Commonwealth of the United States. As American citizens, Puerto Ricans are considered 
U.S. migrants as opposed to foreign immigrants. 4,11 
 Puerto Ricans, who now constitute the second-largest population of Latino origin 
residing in the United States, began migrating to this country almost immediately after 
the island became a U.S. protectorate. They have arrived on the mainland in 3 large 
waves. The pioneros, or pioneers, arrived between 1900 and 1945; the second wave, 
known as the “Great Migration,” occurred between 1946 and 1964; and the most recent 
wave, known as “the revolving-door migration,” dates from 1965 until the present. Most 
Puerto Ricans have settled in New York State, especially in New York City, in the 
Atlantic Street area of Brooklyn, and in El Barrio in East Harlem. The Puerto Ricans 




better opportunities, have resulted in 4.1 million Latinos of Puerto Rican origin living on 
the U.S. mainland, a number larger than the number who still reside on the island.4,11,12 
 Mexicans now account for 32 percent of all immigrants living in this country, and 
more than half are unauthorized. The numbers are so overwhelming that the PEW 
Hispanic Research Center explained, “No other country in the world has as many total 
immigrants from all countries as the United States has immigrants from Mexico alone.” 
Fifty years ago, Mexico ranked seventh as a source of immigrants to the United States; 
however, by the 1970s the number of immigrants had risen and 1.4% of Mexico’s 
population lived in this country. By 1980, Mexico had the largest foreign-born population 
in the United States, with 2.2 million, and between 1980 and 1990 the number doubled 
and then more than doubled from 1990 to 2000. “The total number reached a record 12.7 
million in 2008, or almost 17 times the number in 1970.”13 
 Mexican immigrants have in general lower levels of education, lower incomes, 
larger households, and higher poverty rates than other groups of immigrants to the United 
States do. Rivera explained, “They are slightly more likely to be in the labor force, where 
they are more likely to work in lower-skilled occupations.” They are as a rule dedicated, 
hard workers, and respectful of the Anglo system. Although Mexican nationals are highly 
concentrated in California, they are still not a prominent part of the local power structure. 
“Despite the election of the first Latino mayor in modern times [in Los Angeles],”  
Rivera added, “Hispanics are working their way up the political and economic food 
chains in a postmodern, still mostly Anglo-flavored town.”10,13 
 Washington, D.C-based Latino blogger Seneca explained that the oldest 




here before the gringo [a derivative of the word griego (‘Greek’), since Greek was, to 
Mexicans, the proverbial example of an inaccessible language-in the 1800s, it was 
applied to speakers of foreign languages] conquest of 1848 (Tejanos, Californios and 
Hispanos from New Mexico and Colorado) along with those whose grand or great-
grandparents came during the Mexican Revolution (1910—20).” A second group arrived 
between the 1940s and through the 1960s. The third group began arriving in massive 
numbers from the 1970s to the present.  
Members of the first group have largely assimilated into U.S. society and speak 
English primarily. Those that belong to the second group are considered to be in 
transition but are fairly assimilated. However, the most recent arrivals are less integrated. 
It is clear that “the bounds keeping the Mexican-American population’s identity together 
are tangled in history, language, ethnicity, religion, folklore, cuisine, music and the arts, 
as well as being able to trace national origin to Mexico.”14,15 
The Mexican-American community can be credited with working hard to 
maintain its identity. In cities like Chicago, such communities play a key role in 
preserving cultural links with the home country. “Spanish language television and 
community groups with a constant stream of Mariachi music, Norteño music contests, art 
exhibits, and a growth of businesses serving real Mexican cuisine and Corona beer have 
all helped improve the cultural cohesiveness in the Mexican descent community in the 
United States.” Similar dedication to maintaining a home country identity can be 
attributed to Cuban-Americans in Miami, and Puerto Rican-Americans in New York.14 
This fervor to keep the connection to home alive is why identifying a common 




generalizations that are not accurate for all segments of the ethnic group. It can be said 
that U.S. Latino society has several values that are fairly universal among all its 
nationalities, and 3 specific general traits can be suggested. The most commonly regarded 
is the resistant family bonds that are passed from generation to generation. “Latinos 
believe strongly that families should look after each other and that successful individuals 
should contribute to their family's welfare. It's normal for elderly parents to be cared for 
by their daughters.” Chicano television anchor Mario Bósquez explained how at a young 
age he learned to never be “candil de la calle, oscuridad de la casa” or the light of the 
streets and the darkness of your own home. He understood that the well-being of the 
family is more important than trying to impress the world.  His lesson is a principle most 
Latinos hold dearly. It is as simple as family is everything, and always put time, love and 
money into your family first.16 
Latinos also tend to be passionate about their beliefs, including those pertaining to 
cultural identification and religious life. Almost all Spanish-speaking countries are of 
Catholic or Christian faith, and an overwhelming 70 percent of Latinos in United States 
are identified as Catholics. Latinos in general are also regarded as hard, productive 
workers.17,18 
While the Caribbean and South and Central American populations share many 
attributes, the reality is that, contrary to popular opinion, there are vast cultural 









INTEGRATION…THE OBVIOUS NEXT STEP 
Migrating to a new country does not always entail culture shock. At 16 years of 
age, Raquel left her parent’s home in Panamá to enroll in medical school in Topeka, 
Kansas. Although it was her first trip to the United States, it was not a journey she 
embarked on in fear. Having lived in Panamá up to 1960, Raquel had been exposed to 
many nationalities. She insisted, “Panamá was a melting pot,” and there was a strong 
presence of U.S. transplanted men and women who worked in the U.S.-controlled 
Panamá canal. Having grown up in this bicultural world, she had received her high school 
education in a private American academy; therefore, by the time she transitioned to this 
country, she had built expectations and an understanding of the English language and 
Anglo culture.  
At the university, Raquel was 1 of 5 foreign students, all from different countries 
and with different languages of origin. At that time, immigration was not a concern that 
troubled anyone’s mind. She explained, “It was a non issue, and if anything people were 
curious.” Raquel welcomed the curiosity and invested her free time in sharing her cultural 
heritage with anyone who would listen. She became very involved with the Kansas 
community, to such an extent that she was instrumental in organizing the first 
international food tasting event for the university. She referred to it as the beginning of 
“my quest to try to educate people.” These efforts to break cultural barriers and promote 
equality are initiatives she still supports and have inspired her numerous travels.  
Raquel married an Anglo-American classmate while in Kansas. When asked if 
she had always been attracted to Anglo men she smiled and said, “You can’t control who 




beginning she just wanted to fit in. She said, “I didn’t want to be different.” At the time, 
there were already Latino stereotypes that were attached to the Mexican farmers. People 
assumed Latinos were uneducated, capable of only hard skilled work, shy, and quiet. She 
continued, “I didn’t want to be associated with them ... Just avoided being mistaken for 
Mexicans.” Her goal was to integrate herself into the culture and be absorbed into the 
American way of life while still respecting her roots and heritage. Between the 1960’s 
and 1980’s, the next biggest influx of Latinos into the United States came from Cuba, and 
she remembers also fearing being associated with them. She explained, “They [Cubans] 
were just going through such difficult times. Their desperation … It was almost as if they 
didn’t value their own lives because no one had valued them before.” She now muses on 
the cultural discrimination she herself was unknowingly part of. This inter-ethnic 
discrimination is still prevalent amongst the U.S. Latino population.  
While Latinos from different countries may all have roots in Spanish-speaking 
countries, “their diversity in views and experiences in the United States suggests that 
people should be wary of generalizing too much about Latinos.” A 2002 study released 
by the PEW Hispanic Center highlighted that Latinos identify discrimination within the 
Latino community as a problem. Eight in 10 of the respondents surveyed reported that 
Hispanics discriminating against other Latinos is a problem, and 47 percent considered it 
a major problem.19 
This intercultural discrimination is mostly based on racial or ethnic background, 
including such factors as the accent, pronunciation and dialect (slang) used when 
speaking Spanish, attributes of physical appearance or socio-economic standing. For 




words in casual conversation. Puerto Ricans, Cubans, and Dominicans may also be 
subject to discrimination due to their darker skin color because of their mixed Spanish 
and African descent. Cubans may be subject to a generalized belief that they speak very 
loudly and that all Cuban men are controlling. In contrast, Mexicans may be stereotyped 
as day laborers who stand in corners, esquineros, waiting for la raid, or day work, or as 
slow drivers with tricked out trokas, or trucks. Sometimes the division also arises from 
the various racial self-identification options immigrants chose. For instance, journalist 
Geraldo Rivera reports that a University of Cincinnati study presented at the 2007 
American Sociological Association conference reported that 91 percent of Cubans 
surveyed self-identified as white, compared to 56 percent of Puerto Ricans and just 49 
percent of Mexicans. Surprisingly, the longer foreign nationals remained in the United 
States, “the less likely they were to identify as white, gravitating instead toward a Spanish 
racial self-identification.10,19,20 
In some instances, the discrimination arises out of jealousy. Cuban-Americans are 
widely resented by other immigration groups for the special treatment they receive as 
refugee victims, who are granted asylum as soon as they arrive on U.S. land. 
Chicano television anchor Mario Bósquez explained how fear of discrimination 
amongst Latinos caused him to change aspects of his life when he moved from South 
Texas to New York City. In his desperation for approval, he performed “Mexican 
makeovers” that made him feel like he belonged. He said, “I would do some language 
house-keeping and sweep ‘Tejano-flavored’ words under the rug.” This cultural shame 
caused him to stop using phrases such as órale, or hey now, and vato, or dude. “I became 




not ‘me.’” His lesson learned? “Swim in your culture, have fun with the dialects and 
accents of your gente. They belong to you… People could pick up on the fact that I was 
being ‘real’... true to who I am and where I come from.”16 
 
BLEND OF CULTURES 
Cultural assimilation for Latinos is necessary and in most instances occurs at a 
rate that resembles that of European immigrants of a century ago. In fact, an 
overwhelming 89 percent of Latinos believe that immigrants need to learn English in 
order to succeed in the United States. Rivera explained that according to a report 
published in 2007 by the American Political Science Association, Mexican immigrants 
know less English than newcomers from other countries, but their children assimilate 
well nonetheless. In general, “Hispanics acquire English and lose Spanish rapidly 
beginning with the second generation, and appear to be no more or less religious or 
committed to the work ethic than native-born white.”10,19  
When immigrants first arrive, they have the stress of properly communicating and 
actually being understood, and the uncomfortable feeling of looking out of place in a new 
culture. Bósquez explained he always tells newly arrived Latino immigrants to never act 
as “pollo recién comprados or the newest chicken in the henhouse.” He considers it 
important for immigrants to understand they have a right to be where they are, to not 
crouch down, keep a low profile and stay under the radar.16 
For the children, adapting and being accepted into the new society also has its 
difficulties. Young essayist Maritza Santibáñez-Luna explained her discomfort at having 




that shared my culture and heritage laughed at me instead of helping me… Perhaps they 
didn’t know how hard it was learning a new language or always being an outsider.”3 
In order to make sure her children did not suffer the pains of other immigrants, 
like Maritza, Raquel wanted her family to be U.S.-born children who were raised as 
Anglo-Americans. She explained, “I wanted them to have someone to relate to.” Always 
connected to her own culture, Raquel felt her children grew up to feel her pride for their 
Panamanian heritage. Now that they are adults, she glows as she explained how they still 
love everything Latin, including Panamanian food and customs.  
Raquel’s daughter, Sarah, offered a different perspective on her childhood. With a 
slight tone of resentment she explained, “I never felt like I grew up in a bicultural home, 
it was American. We didn't eat Panamanian food or know about Panamá or do anything 
Spanish. We didn't know anyone or go anywhere that was Hispanic. We never lived near 
any family and rarely saw my abuelitos.”  
Confronted with her daughter’s perspective, Raquel shook her head and 
reluctantly acknowledged one regret of her experience as a Panamanian immigrant. She 
wished she had had the foresight to have taught her children Spanish. In her adult life, 
Sarah has made certain facts clear to her mother. Sarah explained, “I feel gypped at not 
being taught Spanish when it would have been so easy as a baby/child. I am sad and 
mad… Even though I understand why my mom did not teach us Spanish, I think she still 
should have. I think she could have tried more once we got older and peoples’ attitudes 
changed.” But ever the confident and self-assured woman, Raquel explained in her 
defense that at the time it was important for her to respect her husband and not neglect 




by administering weekly Spanish lessons to her grandchildren.  
While some Latinos try to blend into the Anglo culture with fervor, others 
struggled to maintain any bit of Latino ownership they can. Such was also the case of 
young essayist E.M. Rodriguez, whose genetic blend, a Peruvian father and a Swedish 
mother, left her in a sort of ethnic limbo aggravated by her blue eyes and pale skin.  She 
wrote, “I wasn’t ‘Latina enough’… If I could speak Spanish fluently, I could feel like I 
had more of a right to identify myself as Latina.” For her, as for Sarah, mastery of the 
language would have serve as defense for her lack of “color.”  
 
NOW THAT WE ARE HERE… 
Latinos believe life in the United States offers more opportunities to get ahead for 
themselves and their children in terms of employment and education. One concern nags 
at the minds of Latino parents, however, especially in regards to the state of moral values 
and the weakness of family ties in this country. About half the parents surveyed by the 
PEW Hispanic Research Center believed their children will grow up with different moral 
values than the ones they have. Their fears are well founded, since Latinos who are born 
in the United States or speak English tend to be more culturally assimilated and have 
social values and hold beliefs that are more characteristic of mainstream American views 
than of recent Latino immigrants’views.19 
When Latinos first arrive in the United States, their cultures transform to fit the 
host culture. For these new arrivals, cultural concerns include etiquette norms such as 
punctuality, or non-verbal communications such as hand movement, scents and perfumes, 




embrace cultural dispositions, know who they are, and accept the impact of cultural 
stereotypes and cultural preconceptions. In the long run, most immigrants do adapt and 
integrate into the culture, not just as observers or outcasts, but as active participants. A 
friend recently told me a story that exemplifies Latino’s successful adaptation and 
integration into mainstream U.S. society. At a wedding reception she was attending the 
American groom, who had married a professional Latina, told my friend that once you 
date a Latina you can't go back because they are full of life and they are very attentive 
and loving.17 
Cultural assimilation does not happen over night, but it has become easier with 
the broad access of mass communication. When thinking of the evolution of immigration 
in the last 50 years, Raquel commented, “In the 1960s most Latino immigrants were 
Mexican, and they moved in and out of the country in a free flow. There were no border 
concerns. They came to Kansas during harvest season and returned back home once 
winter settled in…no one cared.”  She continued, “But everything changed after 
9/11…all of a sudden the country was afraid of everything foreign.”  
Raquel sees 2 options for Latinos in the United States: either become integrated 
into Anglo society or take advantage of the benefits offered by that society while living in 
a separate community that is tied closely to a home culture. “When I came I wanted to be 
an American.” She told me, “Now, immigrants come for better opportunities and for 
freedom.” She believes Latinos have made a strong effort to become part of the 
membrane of U.S. society: “We have made an effort to integrate ourselves while still 
being proud and celebrating our differences. We work tirelessly to bring cultures together 




Raquel, who stressed that she has been in the U.S. for 50 years, recognized that 
she has only 2 Panamanian friends in the country. She admitted to missing more of that 
connection with immigrants from her homeland, but she explained her survival strategy 
in this way: “I get my dose of Panamá when I visit my family.” And as hard as Raquel 
has tried to assimilate herself to U.S. culture, she admitted that for a long time for her 






















1. Boyd, R and Richerson, P.J. "Culture, Adaptation, and Innateness." The Innate 
Mind: Volume 2 Culture and Cognition (Evolution and Cognition Series). New 
York: Oxford UP, USA, 2006. 
<http://www.sscnet.ucla.edu/anthro/faculty/boyd/Innateness%20ver%204.1.pdf>. 
2. Davis, Mike. Magical Urbanism: Latinos Reinvent the US Big City. London: 
Verso, 2000. Print. 
3. Cortez, Sarah, ed. Windows into My World Latino Youth Write Their Lives. New 
York: Piñata Books, 2007. Print. 
4. "U.S. Society: Hispanic Americans." U.S. State Department. May 2008. Web. 20 
Sept. 2009. <http://usa.usembassy.de/society-hispanics.htm>. 
5. "CIA - The World Factbook." Central Intelligence Agency. 15 Sept. 2009. Web. 
22 Sept. 2009. <https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/geos/us.html>. 
6. Massey, Douglas S., ed. New Faces in New Places: The Charming Geography of 
American Immigration. New York: The Russell Sage Foundation, 2008. Print. 
7. "Florida QuickFacts from the US Census Bureau." U.S. Census Bureau. 4 Sept. 
2009. Web. 22 Sept. 2009. <http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/12000.html>. 
8. Campo-Flores, Arian. "Non-Cuban Latinos May Tip Florida Vote." Newsweek. 30 
Sept. 2008. Web. 22 Sept. 2009. <http://www.newsweek.com/id/161657>. 
9. "PEW Hispanic Center." Cubans in the United States Fact Sheet. 25 Aug. 2006. 
Web. 22 Sept. 2009. <http://pewhispanic.org/files/factsheets/23.pdf>. 
10. Rivera, Geraldo. His Panic Why Americans Fear Hispanics in the U.S. New 
York: Celebra Hardcover, 2008. Print. 
11. "PEW Hispanic Center." Hispanics of Puerto Rican Origin in the United States, 
2007. 13 July 2009. Web. 22 Sept. 2009. 
<http://pewhispanic.org/files/factsheets/48.pdf>. 
12. Rodríguez, Clara. PUERTO RICANS: IMMIGRANTS AND MIGRANTS. Rep. 
Americans All: A National Education Program. Web. 22 Sept. 2009. 
<http://www.americansall.com/PDFs/02-americans-all/9.9.pdf>. 
13. "PEW Hispanic Center." Mexican Immigrants in the United States, 2008. 15 April 
2009. Web. 22 Sept. 2009. <http://pewhispanic.org/files/factsheets/47.pdf>. 
14. “Seneca: Mexico and a Possible Mexican American Lobby?" Weblog post. 
LatinoPoliticsBlogs.com. 14 Apr. 2009. Web. 29 July 2009. 
<http://latinopoliticsblog.com/2009/04/14/seneca-mexico-and-a-possible-
mexican-american-lobby/>. 
15. "Gringo Green Word Language Meaning." Economicexpert.com. Web. 11 Oct. 
2009. <http://www.economicexpert.com/a/Gringo.htm>. 
16. Bósquez, Mario. The Chalupa Rules a Latino Guide to Gringolandia. New York: 
Plume, 2005. Print. 
17. NSHMBA Pro-SEED Webinar Series. Support for Education & Employment 
Delivered to Hispanic Professionals. Cond. Pat Criscito and Gerard Borda. 
Atlanta, GA. 9 July 2009. 







19. Pew Hispanic Center. Latinos Share Distinctive Views and Attachment to 
Heritage, But Attitudes Differ By Language and Place of Birth, Assimilation at 
Work Across Generations. Pew Hispanic Center Newsroom. 17 Dec. 2002. Web. 
9 Oct. 2009. 
<http://pewhispanic.org/newsroom/releases/release.php?ReleaseID=4>. 
20. "Puerto Rican Americans." Countries and Their Cultures. Web. 14 Oct. 2009. 
<http://www.everyculture.com/multi/Pa-Sp/Puerto-Rican-Americans.html>. 
21. “Benito.” Personal Interview.1 August 2009.  
22. "Hispanic Americans: Census Facts — Infoplease.com." Infoplease: Based on 
U.S. Census Data. 2007. Web. 22 Sept. 2009. 
<http://www.infoplease.com/spot/hhmcensus1.html>. 
23. Vázquez, Richard. Las Culturas - Latino Cultures. 2004. WebNSHMBA Pro-
SEED Webinar Series. Support for Education & Employment Delivered to 
Hispanic Professionals. Cond. Pat Criscito and Gerard Borda. Atlanta, GA. 9 July 
2009.20 Sept. 2009. <http://www.lasculturas.com/aa/aa070501a.htm>. 
24. “Sarah.” Personal Interview. 30 August 2009.  























CULTURAL LATINO INVASION 
 
Looking back, Puerto Rican Ricky Martin’s 1999 Grammys performance of “La 
Copa de la Vida” marked a turning point in the U.S. Latino cultural “invasion.” On his 
own website he refers to the performance as “one of the defining historical examples of 
stealing the show.” The emotion was palpable. It can be said that every Latino viewer felt 
proud to see a fellow Latino energize an unsuspecting Anglo audience the way Martin 
did. Even The New York Times took notice, “Martin didn't cross over to the anglo market, 
instead it was the anglo audience that realized they were missing out on an artist with an 
original path.” This was the day the Latino cultural invasion was born.1 
Almost 9 years later the Latino influence is noticeable in nationally recognizable 
names such as Shakira, Salma Hayek, Sandra Cisneros, Penelope Cruz, Alex Rodriguez, 
Julia Alvarez, Henry Cisneros, Oscar de la Renta, and Elizabeth Vargas, just to name a 
few. Since that day, it became more socially acceptable and even hip to be Latino. The 
Latin rhythms invaded mainstream literally, as Salsa music became a predominant ethnic 
flavor in many U.S. cities. The Latino growth has been so strong that in 6 of the 10 
largest cities in the Unites States Latinos now outnumber African-Americans, and in Los 
Angeles, Houston and San Antonio they outnumber Anglos as well.2 
The Latino growth is not specific to Mexican nationals, however. Los Angeles has 
a Salvadorean population that is greater than the population of San Salvador. And New 
York has a Puerto Rican population and a Dominican population that are equal to the 
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LATINO VERSUS HISPANIC 
 
Which term is more acceptable? The short answer is that although both commonly 
used terms are acceptable, the words have distinct meanings. Technically, Latino can be a 
noun or an adjective, but Hispanic is an adjective. They both share the same general 
definition, however: a person of Spanish-speaking descent. The usage of each word 
depends on factors such as political correctness, connotation, and context.  
Latino is seen as a term that originated in the community whereas Hispanic was 
used by the U.S. Census Bureau in the 1970's to refer to “the people who were born in 
any of the Spanish-speaking countries of the Americas or those who could trace their 
ancestry to Spain or former Spanish territories.” Because Hispanic is the government-
endorsed term, it is considered more formal [and imposing].1,2 
The words also have different connotations. The term Hispanic is most likely to 
be used by conservative politicians whereas Latino is more likely to be used by liberal 
politicians in an attempt to connect to the "grassroots." Latino is the term preferred by 
heritage groups and community-based initiatives, while Hispanic is used by formal 
institutions such as schools, non-profit organizations, Congress and news organizations. 
Author Mike Davis explores the writings of Neil Foley, associate professor of history and 
American studies at the University of Texas who has said, “To identify oneself as 
Hispanic, is partially to acknowledge one’s ethnic heritage without surrendering one’s 
‘whiteness.’ Hispanic identity implies a kind of ‘separate but equal whiteness’ with a 




however, compromising one’s racial privilege as a ‘White’ person.” Establishing 
‘whiteness’ is a distiction important for certain Latino groups in order to further a sense 
of legitimazy in the communities’ social, economic and political standing.2,3,4 
Location also helps determine which term is best to use. In Los Angeles and San 
Antonio, Latino is generally preferred to Hispanic, while in Miami Latino is considered 
derogative. In New York, terms are equally acceptable.2 
Most Hispanics see themselves in terms of their national origin. For example, if a 
Mexican is asked whether he or she is a Hispanic or a Latino, the most likely answer will 
be that the individual self-identifies as Mexican. In part this is because the terminology 
issue does not arise in the immigrant’s home country, where one refers to oneself based 
on nationality. In South America it is rare to see individuals from different countries refer 
to themselves as Latino or Hispanic mostly because Latinos do not actually meet Latin 
Americans from many different countries until they arrive in the United States, where 
Latin Americans become part of the Latino population. Davis explained, “At that point 
our experience, regardless of class and ethnicity, begins to acquire a sense of plurality 
deriving from a dual linguistic and cultural bearing.”3 
 To most individuals of Latin American origin it is a moot point. Most feel that 
Hispanic is an ethnicity and a person of Latino or Hispanic ethnicity can be of any race, 
cultural background or skin color. A function of Latin America’s colonial past when 
native populations, European conquistadores, African slaves, American serviceman, 
traders and adventurers all mixed into a potpourri that formed a race Latinos proudly 
refer to as la raza. Rivera explained, “There is an unmistakable bond, which is made 




At the end of the day, the debate continues. Davis explained, “There is broad 
critical awareness that both labels fail to acknowledge the decisive quotient of indigenous 
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The American Prospect 
1710 Rhode Island Ave NW 
12th Floor 
Washington, DC 20036 
(5,000 article, 500 words or less query) 
http://www.prospect.org/cs/about_tap/submissions 
November 7, 2009 
 
 
Dear Editors,  
 
It is estimated that each year between 400,000 and 1 million undocumented 
migrants cross the 2,000-mile long border that extends from San Diego, California to 
Brownsville, Texas. To the individuals who cross it everyday, the border separates the 
future from the past, opportunities from misfortune, freedom from captivity.  
Such is the story of Luis Miguel, a Mexican citizen, who at 19 years of age first 
crossed the border in 2001. During his 7-day journey, he risked his life in many ways. 
The elements of the vast desert haunted him day and night, the vulnerability of his body 
shadowed him even in the darkness, and the armed forces followed his every step.  
I propose to submit for The American Prospect a 5,000 word article titled “The 
Journey Across The Border.” Luis Miguel’s story is one of millions that highlight the 
importance of understanding the perils undocumented immigrants suffer and endure to 
reach what they view as a promised land. Without understanding the reasons behind their 
choices or the extent of their suffering, we cannot hear their voices in a way that they 
deserve—especially during a time when the prospects of immigration reform loom on our 
political horizon.  
The article focuses on exploring the issues that surround undocumented workers’ 




- Detailed review of the unique experience of one undocumented worker who 
has crossed the border twice in an attempt to fulfill his American dream. 
 
 
- Description of the day-to-day challenges of an immigrant who has had to 
continually adapt to the changing geography of undocumented life in the 
United States.  
- Overview of the debate surrounding “the great Mexican wall,” including a 
review of the current measures taken to protect the border and proposals for 
future increased protection of the guarded lands. 
The article is grounded in an interview with Luis Miguel, an undocumented 
worker who has been in the United States for almost 10 years. I also converse with a legal 
resident from Panamá who has been in the United States for over 50 years. She gives her 
unique perspective on the ever-changing environment of immigrant life in the United 
States.  
Originally from Venezuela, I have lived in the United States for over 12 years. I 
am a qualified, results-driven interviewer capable of researching, managing, and 
interpreting complex, detailed information. For the last year, while earning my Master of 
Arts degree in professional writing, I have served as a freelance writer for corporations 
and a non profit organization. My journalistic work has appeared in The Sentinel, and I 
have published several pieces in the Associated Content website. I have spent the last 
year assisting in the revision of a new edition of a trade book, which was recently 
published. 
Thank you for considering this proposal. I look forward to your response. If you 
are interested in this piece, I can forward it to you immediately. Please don’t hesitate to 
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Peter Madrid, Managing Editor 
Latino Perspectives Magazine  
3877 North 7th Street, Ste. 200 
Phoenix, AZ 85014 
http://www.latinopm.com/Latino-Perspectives-Magazine/About-Us/ 
 
November 7, 2009 
 
 
Dear Mr. Madrid,  
 
It is often a widespread belief that undocumented Latino immigrants “weight 
down” economic prosperity. But is that accurate?  
Mexican nationals comprise the majority of the Hispanic population of the United 
States.  Their ease of access to the border also makes them the largest group of 
undocumented immigrants in this country. As such, they are often a target of 
discrimination. In addition, their effect on the U.S. society is judged harshly and many 
times inaccurately.  
In anticipation of the heated discussion bound to arise when the Obama plan for 
immigration reform is announced, I have written Latino Perspectives Magazine a 5,000 
word article titled “Latino Undocumented Immigrants…Hiding in Plain Sight.”  
The article portrays a realistic perspective on Latino undocumented workers’ lives 
in the United States and the challenges this segment of the population faces each day. 
This article also reviews the important role that undocumented immigrants play in the 
U.S. economy and discusses issues related to immigration that will be center stage when 
the immigration discussions begin. Issues addressed include:  
- A review of undocumented Latino workers actual cost to the U.S. economy. 
- An overview of current border crossing dangers and costs. 





This article is grounded in an interview with José, a Latino undocumented worker 
who has lived in the Unites States for more than 15 years and who gives a candid portrait 
of the challenges he has faced as an undocumented resident of the United States.  
 Originally from Venezuela, I have lived in the United States for over 12 years. I 
am a qualified, results-driven interviewer capable of researching, managing, and 
interpreting complex, detailed information. For the last year, while earning my Master of 
Arts degree in professional writing, I have served as a freelance writer for corporations 
and a non profit organization. My journalistic work has appeared in The Sentinel, and I 
have published several pieces in the Associated Content website. I have spent the last 
year assisting in the revision of a new edition of a trade book, which was recently 
published. 
Thank you for considering this proposal. I look forward to your response. If you 
are interested in this piece, I can forward it to you immediately. Please don’t hesitate to 
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Peter Madrid, Managing Editor 
Latino Perspectives Magazine  
3877 North 7th Street, Ste. 200 
Phoenix, AZ 85014 
http://www.latinopm.com/Latino-Perspectives-Magazine/About-Us/ 
 
November 7, 2009 
 
 
Dear Mr. Madrid,  
 
The year 2009 has become a time of contentious political debate. Tempers are 
flaring high when it comes to government intervention in terms of banking, energy, and 
heath care reform. The government’s growing involvement in business matters has 
generated a growing divisiveness, but in the midst of the storm it should not be forgotten 
that there are other pressing matters for the government to be concern with, including 
immigration reform.  
During 2009 President Obama reiterated his commitment to immigration reform 
and promised to focus fully on such efforts in 2010. In anticipation for what will soon 
become a heated topic of discussion, I propose to submit for Latino Perspectives 
Magazine a 5,000 word article titled “Immigration Reform…Is It in Our Future? The 
Many Political Issues Driving Obama’s Political Agenda.”  
The article discusses the likely White House immigration proposals and their 
impacts on U.S. society, including a discussion over the expected Conservative rebuttals. 
It also reviews the important role that Latino voters played in the 2008 elections and their 
growing political and economic leverage.  
Additionally, the article discusses issues related to immigration that will be center 
stage when the immigration discussions are initialized. Such issues include:  
- Immigrants and their true impact on rising health care costs. 
- Border protection and border crossing issues, including drug and human 




- U.S. security concerns including their increasing incidence of rumbles among 
Latino immigrants.   
For the article, I also offer a relevant side bar regarding the U.S. illicit drug policy 
and innovative approaches that have curbed usage in other countries. 
Originally from Venezuela, I have lived in the United States for over 12 years. I 
am a qualified, results-driven interviewer capable of researching, managing, and 
interpreting complex, detailed information. For the last year, while earning my Master of 
Arts degree in professional writing, I have served as a freelance writer for corporations 
and a non profit organization. My journalistic work has appeared in The Sentinel, and I 
have published several pieces in the Associated Content website. I have spent the last 
year assisting in the revision of a new edition of a trade book, which was recently 
published. 
Thank you for considering this proposal. I look forward to your response. If you 
are interested in this piece, I can forward it to you immediately. Please don’t hesitate to 
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P.O. Box 2344 
Bakersfield, CA 9330 
(5,000 article, 500 words or less query) 
http://www.prospect.org/cs/about_tap/submissions 
November 7, 2009 
 
 
Dear Mrs. Garcia,  
 
Cultural adaptation is easier said than done. Each year millions of immigrants 
reach the United States territory with dreams of success and prosperity. Even while being 
given a fair opportunity to reach their goals, many fail to find comfort in the U.S. way of 
life, choosing instead to return home or to isolate themselves in small clusters, among 
U.S. residents with backgrounds similar to their own.  
But why do so many Latino immigrants fail to adapt? Benito’s story may shed 
some light on this phenomenon. A Mexican citizen, Benito arrived at 17 years of age in 
the United States with small expectations and even less cash in his pockets. Now in his 
mid-twenties, he has “survived” although he easily shares that returning home is a 
certainty in his future.    
I propose to submit to Más Magazine! a 5,000 word article titled “Culture: 
Integration or Rejection?” In addition to Benito’s tails of survival, I will also highlight 
the story of Raquel, a Panamanian immigrant who successfully integrated into the United 
States culture over 50 years ago. The sharp contracts between their experiences highlight 
some of the aspects that are key to positive cultural integration.  
The article focuses on exploring the issues surrounding immigrants’ cultural 
assimilation, including:  
- Detailed review of the factors that make for environmental adaptation, 





- Description of the current Latino U.S. population who—regardless of 
immigration status—represent approximately 15 percent of the 307 million U.S. 
population. 
 
- Overview of the current blend of Latino and Anglo cultures. 
The article also contains two relevant side bars. One regarding the surge of the 
cultural Latino “invasion” and another discussing the merits of two prevalent terms used 
to describe the Latino population.  
The piece is grounded in the interview of Benito. I also converse with Raquel, a 
legal resident from Panamá who has been in the United States for over 50 years. She 
gives her unique perspective on the ever-changing environment of immigrant life in the 
United States and the challenges of cultural assimilation.  
Originally from Venezuela, I have lived in the United States for over 12 years. I 
am a qualified, results-driven interviewer capable of researching, managing, and 
interpreting complex, detailed information. For the last year, while earning my Master of 
Arts degree in professional writing, I have served as a freelance writer for corporations 
and a non profit organization. My journalistic work has appeared in The Sentinel, and I 
have published several pieces in the Associated Content website. I have spent the last 
year assisting in the revision of a new edition of a trade book, which was recently 
published. 
Thank you for considering this proposal. I look forward to your response. If you 
are interested in this piece, I can forward it to you immediately. Please don’t hesitate to 
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